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In an increasingly globalized world, where does housing, the commonly 
perceived epitome of immobility, fit? Current studies that take neighbourhoods 
as sites of mobility provide a starting point to view housing as a nexus of 
connections. Many linguistic landscape (LL) studies make use of written public 
signs like signboards and posters to study how public space is symbolically 
constructed (Ben-Rafael & Ben-Rafael 2015). However, analyzing only 
institutionalized ‘place-making’ discourse is too simplistic to account for the 
uptake and response by everyday people living in these sites. Hence, there are 
calls for LL studies to include ethnography so that a deeper contextual 
understanding through an examination of the production and reception of signs 
can be achieved (Weber & Horner 2012). To understand the dynamic ways in 
which people negotiate and conceptualize their lifestyles, their lived 
experiences and social practices/values need to be investigated along with 
institutionalized (social) meaning-generating units like housing advertisements. 
After all, the meaning making of physical public signs, leading to place 
identities, can begin with advertisements before their materialization as part of 
a LL. The reception of signs by people is also an important aspect to be 
considered because their perceptions of the LL that they are living in can differ 
from advertisers’ and LL researchers’ perceptions. 
Through rigorous linguistic analysis of both media (advertisements) and 
narrative (home-owners’ interviews) data, this study attempts to deepen current 
understanding of people’s reactions to institutionalized ‘place-making’ 
practices in relation to their lived realities in Singapore’s housing estates. The 
context of Singapore is chosen because of the practice of purchasing housing 
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units before the construction of the housing estates. This provides an ideal 
setting to examine how the identity of housing estates are produced before the 
materialization of physical signs. For instance, the (re-)creation of hotel-style 
living through what I propose as a delocalization process. My study offers new 
insights for LL studies by deepening and extending current understanding and 
interpretation of LL through the use of ethnography to provide a ‘globalization 
from below’ (Mathews & Vega 2012) perspective. Additionally, by extending 
Bucholtz and Hall’s (2005) theoretical work on identity to include that of space, 
it demonstrates people’s identity-work in connecting themselves with 
traditional and modern social practices/values while mitigating pressures of 
rapidly-growing globalization. 
My study also puts forth the concept of a pre-materialized LL present in 
ads and online spaces like that of forums and Facebook closed groups. Online 
space compresses time and space by allowing future residents of a housing 
estate to become neighbours first before being physical neighbours. With 
rapidly developing technology and the increasing amount of time spent online, 
my study shows that there needs to be a consideration of online spaces as rich 
sites of LL. After all, the increasing layering of the virtual world with the real 
world is but a part of the greater phenomena of globalization where social 
structures (inclusive of both ideology and practice) and identities become 
increasingly complex due to the layering or assimilation of different values and 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
The importance and significance of ‘home’ in people’s lives can be 
observed through many well-known sayings like ‘home is where the heart is’ 
and ‘there’s no place like home’. As Cooper-Marcus (1999) observes, a person 
without a permanent home is frequently viewed upon suspiciously by society, 
and the labels used to describe such people like homeless, hobo, tramp and 
vagrant, frequently have negative connotations. While a home can be 
conceptualized as a house—a specific dwelling at a particular geographic 
location, it should be noted that a house is not necessarily a home. As Gorman-
Murray & Dowling (2007) concludes: 
…a house becomes a home when it is imbued with a range of meanings, 
feelings and experiences by its occupants. Home, thus, is a fusion of the 
imaginative and affective—what we envision and desire home to be— 
intertwined with the material and physical—an actual location which 
can embody and realize our need for belonging, affirmation and 
sustenance. 
Housing developers and advertisers seem to understand this difference 
between house and home well. Houses, not unlike other commodities, are sold 
to consumers not simply as things to be used or enjoyed but as an expression of 
who one is as a person (Sedivy & Carlson, 2011). This can be observed from 
advertisements (henceforth shortened to ads) for housing, which frequently 
attempt to sell houses as part of a specific lifestyle. The consumers are thus 
roped into the developers’ imagination of how housing can become the home 
that realizes their desires through the various meanings that advertisers create 
by representing the house on sale in certain ways (Eyles 1987).  
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As Jaworski and Thurlow (2010:7) argued, the creation of identities is 
carried out ‘in part through the process of geographical imagining, the locating 
of self in space’. Thus, the focus of my thesis revolves around the emergence of 
identities from the interactions of space and discursive and social practices in 
the context of housing because it provides a rich site for analysis. The 
exploratory nature of my study began with questioning the ideology behind 
housing estates that have been given names and themes. The following research 
questions emerged from this starting point: 
1. How do space and social practices/values interact in the creation of 
identities? 
o To what extent does space play a part in the creation of people’s 
identities? 
o To what extent do language and everyday social practices create 
place identities? 
2. How and to what extent does globalization affect everyday people (in 
terms of their social practices and values) and places that are immobile?  
 As such, my thesis builds on current linguistic landscape (LL) studies 
by incorporating different concepts like that of Mathews and Vega’s (2012) 
‘globalization from below’ and Bucholtz and Hall’s (2005) sociocultural 
linguistic approach to identity. In order to carry out this multimodal and 
ethnographic study, my data comprises of housing ads and interviews with 
Singaporean home buyers or owners. My findings will help shed some light on 
the productivity of Bucholtz and Hall’s (2005) work on identity when applied 
to place creation, and how this in turn, shed light on what I term as a pre-
materialize LL and the delocalization of spaces.   
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 
In this chapter, I will discuss the various theoretical concepts that 
motivate the approach I am taking in my thesis with home as a site of 
investigation. Firstly, I will look at the relevance and position of housing in an 
increasingly global world where mobility is valued. Secondly, I will situate my 
study in the recent proliferation of LL studies due to the spatial turn in the social 
sciences. Last but not least, I will discuss the concept of identity as proposed by 
Bucholtz and Hall (2005), and how their theoretical work provides a useful 
framework for looking at the creation of a home out of a house. 
2.1 Sociolinguistics of Globalization 
With increasing interconnectedness, it is unsurprising that globalization 
forms an important context for sociolinguistic experiences (Coupland 2003). 
Globalization processes have led to much linguistic research that vary from the 
different ways it has affected multilingualism (Heller 2003, Jaworski & 
Thurlow 2013) to the examination of global discourses in areas like tourism 
(Coupland & Coupland 2014, Thurlow & Jaworski 2006) and international 
magazines (Machin & van Leeuwen 2003). In a special issue on sociolinguistics 
and globalization, Coupland (2003) highlighted four key related concepts of 
community interdependence, the compression of time and space, disembedding 
and commodification as providing a useful framework for globalization 
processes. Community interdependence covers not only existing language 
contact studies but also how new ways of interdependence between global and 
local communities are transmitted through language. Such interdependence is 
due in part to the compression of time and space accorded by globalization and 
technological advancements, which makes mobility of people and information/ 
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discourse easier. Related to this is the concept of disembedding, which refers to 
the act of removal of people or social relations from a local context be it national 
or territorial space, and being established in various global sites that cut across 
time and space. Last but not least, through these first three concepts, there arise 
new items for commodification like that of language and lifestyles. Coupland’s 
four concepts serve as a useful overview of globalization processes though there 
necessarily needs to be complementary methods of analysis to fully understand 
how these globalization processes are achieved. 
One such method is through Agha’s (2011a) framework of mediation 
and mediatization. Mediation as a form of communication is a dialogic process, 
where meanings and ideas are exchanged, that provides the context for 
mediatization. Mediatization is an institutionalized or formalized type of 
mediation by organizations like news and other media agencies that processes 
all of the text, image, and talk that is broadcasted (Agha 2011a, Hiramoto & Teo 
2014, Jaffe 2011). The final ‘products’ of mediatization are the discourses and 
images that, to quote Blommaert (2003:616), ‘travel across the globe’. Lazar’s 
(2006) study on ‘power femininity’ in beauty advertising and Machin and van 
Leeuwen’s (2003) study on female representations in Cosmopolitan magazines 
from different countries are examples of how such mediatized discourses and 
images of women are commodified and globalized.  
Through these studies on mediatization, the notion of how community 
interdependence has developed and changed due to globalization can be further 
analyzed and explained. For example, Lazar (2006) explained that the idea of a 
global sisterhood is achieved through an erasure of socio-cultural, geographical, 
and racial differences. However, there exists an accommodation and acceptance 
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of differences in the sense that global beauty brands market specifically to their 
target communities as well. In advertising to countries like Singapore, Asian 
hair and skin is emphasized to demonstrate that the brand, while global, 
understands the needs of the community. This highlights the community 
interdependence between the global and the local, where the global companies, 
in order to thrive and profit, have to cater to the needs/wants of the local. The 
locals, on the other hand, may support global companies in order to appropriate 
the semiotic meanings of international brands for their own identities like that 
of luxury, mobility, and modernity. In this sense, globalization itself is 
commoditized (Thurlow & Jaworski 2003). One of the most obvious areas that 
reveal this commoditization is found in studies of the tourism industry, which 
demonstrate how tourism is not only a manifestation of globalization but also 
the ideal to be achieved because of globalization (Thurlow & Jaworski 2010). 
As shown from this survey of studies in sociolinguistics of globalization, 
it seems that only particular mediating actors or institutions are part of the 
globalization processes, and some of these include the tourism, entertainment, 
education, and print industries (Blommaert 2003). However, Wee’s (2015) 
study on the styling of organizations demonstrates that even small local 
organizations, and not just large multinational companies, can be participating 
in globalization processes within their neighbourhoods. In adding on to this list, 
my study presents the housing industry as one of such institutions, which 
participates in globalizing processes despite the common perception that 
housing is associated with permanence and immobility. 
This may seem surprising only if the emphasis of globalization is seen 
in terms of ‘rapid mobility over long distances’ (Lash & Urry 1994:253). 
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However, in shifting the understanding of globalization to one of proximity and 
connectivity (Tomlinson 1999), where there are interdependence and 
interconnections within an increasingly dense network of commodities, people, 
knowledge etc., housing and the way its space is planned can play a part in 
enabling globalization by connecting groups of people with each other. Related 
to this understanding, is Blommaert’s (2003) explanation of semiotic resources’ 
capacity for mobility in the sociolinguistics of globalization. As these resources 
‘flow’ across different networks or spaces, their value varies from place to place. 
With such a perspective, housing and the specific neighbourhoods where they 
are located can be positioned as the centre of such networks. As Lefebvre (1991) 
explains, when a house or a street is viewed as permeated by streams of energy 
from every possible route like that of water, electricity and television signals, it 
can be said to be the nexus of a complex of mobilities. In using this as an analogy, 
immobile spaces like that of housing where such semiotic resources ‘flow’ to 
are important sites of investigation to understand how globalization is felt, 
received, and negotiated in relation to local ways of life. Naturally, the more 
proximity and connectivity there is, the higher the chance of globalization 
processes at work within the network. Thus, it is not just tourism that allows for 
the ‘transformational potential of encounters with the Other’ (Thurlow & 
Jaworski 2010:187). With increasing physical mobility of people and mobility 
of resources (proximity and connectivity) due to technological advancements, 
even homes and neighbourhoods can be viewed as spaces for intercultural 





2.2 Linguistic Landscapes 
In referring to spaces like that of housing, the spatial turn in the social 
sciences that has resulted in increasing interest in LL studies needs to be 
addressed. The spatial turn can be traced back to the works of de Certeau (1984) 
and Lefebvre (1991) who argue that space is not merely a frame for language 
but is in fact the ongoing construction of social practices and lived experiences. 
In differentiating space and place then, place is seen as more structured and 
fixed. It is produced by people depending on how they operate in that space, 
and what material and semiotic resources are used to establish the space as a 
place (Higgins 2017, Scollon & Scollon 2003). The following Figure 1 attempts 
to clarify the difference in the definition of the terms place and space.  
 
 
FIGURE 1. Visual representation of space and place. 
 
 
The external boundary represents place as a specific/particular structured area, 
while the black swirl symbolizes the ongoing lived experiences that make up 
place. Space, thus, refers to the process of creating a place. Using de Certeau’s 
(1984) definition then, space is a practiced place. According to Higgins (2017) 
and Pennycook and Otsuji (2014), it is more helpful to look at space rather than 
place so that the constant interaction between space and linguistic practices of 
the everyday can be examined.  
The field of LL can be defined as the study of how public space is 







globalization as the key feature triggering transformations in LL. LL’s 
development can be traced back to Landry and Bourhis’ (1997) study on public 
signs including road names, billboards, and names of commercial 
establishments, and whether these signs are put up by the government or 
private/commercial establishments. Such research reveals the linguistic 
community of the place as well as shed light on the institutional power of certain 
groups over others. For example, Huebner (2006) examined the LL of 15 
neighbourhoods in Bangkok, and found that due to the influence of English as 
a global language, there has been a shift in the use of Mandarin to English as 
the dominant language for communication. In another LL study of public 
signboards of commercial establishments in the three cities of Brussels, Berlin, 
and Tel-Aviv, Ben-Rafael and Ben-Rafael (2015) suggest differences in the 
impact of globalization leading to differing configurations of multilingual 
resources in each city, which thus, led to their description of multiple 
globalizations. LL studies like these have contributed to the field of 
multilingualism through the analysis of multilingual signs in specific locales. 
They are also highly visible evidence that localities are spaces of multilingual 
and intercultural interactions. 
However, many of the studies within LL have been subject to some 
criticism as they tend towards the quantitative approach where the number of 
languages occurring in public spaces are counted, and therefore, simplify the 
sociolinguistic practices of the place (Blommaert & Maly 2014, Jaworski & 
Thurlow 2010, Stroud & Mpendukana 2009). Accompanying such critiques is 
the increasing awareness of incorporating qualitative approaches into LL, like 
the inclusion of ethnography in Blommaert and Maly’s (2014) study of the 
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historical process of changes in the central shopping street of Ghent from that 
of an old working class to a multicultural and superdiverse neighbourhood. It 
demonstrates how ‘different historicities coincide in one social space’, and how 
the social mobility of the Turkish community has transformed their businesses 
to become more cosmopolitan and trendy (Blommaert & Maly 2014:23). Stroud 
& Mpendukana’s (2009) research in the South African town of Khayelitsha 
combined material ethnographies with LL to argue for multilingual mobility 
where differing configurations of languages are dependent on the Bourdieuan 
(1984) notion of taste of luxury and taste of necessity. While these studies 
provide a deeper understanding of the context for existing LL, as mentioned by 
Weber and Horner (2012:179), ‘the production and receptions of signs’ need to 
be included as well.  
Jaworski and Thurlow (2010), in broadening the narrowly defined field 
of LL, took a different approach. They deliberately used the term ‘semiotic 
landscapes’ instead of LL for their edited volume of studies regarding the 
interaction of discourse with other modalities and spatial practices. This shows 
how the many initial quantitative studies of LL have led to the term LL to 
become indexical of those studies. To avoid the narrow conceptualization of LL, 
Jaworski and Thurlow (2010:2) defined semiotic landscapes as ‘any (public) 
space with visible inscription made through deliberate human intervention and 
meaning making’, and drew their theoretical conceptualization from art 
historians and human geographers among others. Space is thus not only a 
physical absolute but also socially constructed, which is similar to Lefebvre’s 
(1991) and de Certeau’s (1984) understanding of space. Within this context, 
Jaworski and Thurlow (2010) define landscape as both a way of seeing and 
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interpreting space and the practical use of the location as well. Helpful to this is 
the concept of scopic regimes, referring to the influences on people’s ways of 
seeing due to particular representations of space (Jay 1998). Art, photographs, 
tourist brochures, and stories about places are all examples of the different 
scopic regimes that at least partially shape the way someone views and interacts 
with a space (Jaworski & Thurlow 2010, Johnstone 2004). For instance, Figure 
2 shows how a park in Singapore, Fort Canning Park, may be experienced 
through the recommended walking trail, and the selection of flora and fauna (e.g. 
trees like flame of the forest, saga and kapok) to look out for at specific locations.  
 





Such a scopic regime shapes the expectations that people have when visiting the 
park, and the way that they can best experience it. Visitors are thus ‘conditioned’ 
to move and see what they are told through this sign. Underlying this is the 
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erasure of other options of enjoying the nature reserve (the other ways of 
walking around the park for example) and the unnamed flora and fauna in other 
parts of the park.  
Figure 2 also provides an illustration of how Fort Canning Park is 
marked by an ongoing construction of discursive and social practices. At this 
point, I would like to highlight that in their work, Jaworski and Thurlow (2010:7) 
use the term spatialization instead of space to describe this social construction, 
and define spatialization as ‘the different processes by which space comes to be 
represented, organized and experienced’. It is a form of ‘place-making’ or 
imbuing ‘a sense of place’. Due to the many different theoretical interpretations 
and uses of the terms space and place, I believe that, as compared to space, 
spatialization is a better term to use to prevent any confusion. Its verb form, 
spatialize, focuses on the definition of space as an ongoing construction of place 
(as represented by the black spiral in Figure 1), and thus, differentiates itself 
more clearly from the meaning of place. As such, in this thesis, I will be using 
the term spatialization. 
Based on the preceding discussion, LL and its spatialization encompass 
not only the public signs visible in each location, but also include the discourses 
and images (scopic regimes) that shape the ways people may view and 
experience the location. With the inclusion of scopic regimes, mediatization 
plays a part in spatialization processes as well. Studies in the field of 
sociolinguistics and tourism provide some examples of spatialization processes 
that frame spaces as unique to mediate how tourists experience the sites (Heller, 
Jaworski & Thurlow 2014). This can be seen in Thurlow and Jaworski’s (2010) 
study on luxury tourism where they observed the use of semiotic resources like 
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space and silence to create a sense of luxury, elitism, and social exclusion. 
Coupland and Coupland’s (2014) examination of the discourse used to 
authenticate mining heritage tourism demonstrates how the evaluative 
descriptions in online promotional texts play their part in shaping tourists’ 
expectations and responses to the realities of the tour site. However, it does not 
mean that all scopic regimes are mediatized. For example, Jaworski and 
Yeung’s (2010) LL study on the names of residential buildings in Hong Kong 
demonstrates that the physical material names that populate the LL of the city 
is a ‘part of the ‘scopic regime’ (Jay 1998) of the city available to some dwellers 
to create their sense of place, self-worth even, and to establish social difference 
and spatial boundaries around them.’  
My own study on the different scopic regimes of housing is situated 
against this backdrop of theoretical discussions on expanding LL studies. Like 
tourism brochures that influence tourists’ perceptions of their tour sites, I 
believe that housing brochures and ads function as scopic regimes to mediate 
and shape the way potential home owners view and imagine their future homes. 
For example, semiotic resources like silence may be employed to style luxury 
housing, and names and descriptions that may be evocative of the heritage or 
historicity of the neighbourhood of the housing can also be used. Moreover, 
with this approach of moving beyond the visible material signs, the production 
of public signs can be better understood (Weber & Horner 2012). However, 
simply examining the top down spatialization processes of housing institutions 
for globalization influences is unsatisfactory. Such an analysis would be 
contrary to Tomlinson’s (1999) point that because the majority of people’s lives 
revolve around the local, the effects of globalization and its cultural impact 
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needs to be understood from the ordinary everyday experiences. Without taking 
this into consideration, a study focused on top down spatialization processes 
would be similar to many of the LL studies that counts the number of languages 
in public signs. This would provide a simplistic picture of globalization 
influences permeating the everyday life experiences of people in these houses 
and their neighbourhoods. Thus, there also need to be an examination of the, to 
borrow Agha’s (2011a) terminology, uptake and response of the top down 
spatialization of housing by everyday people. For example, in a study on the 
transformation of Washington, DC’s Chinatown, Lou (2010) has incorporated 
multimodal and ethnographic analysis of narratives to examine the competing 
ideologies in the construction of a place identity. She argues for a ‘practice-
oriented view’ in the analysis of narratives that takes into account the various 
social actors and ‘semiotic and material resources’ (Lou 2010:630). As such, 
she not only examined the ads, but also included participant observations and 
interviewed one of the participants featured in the ads. 
In understanding people’s everyday experiences, Pennycook and 
Otsuji’s (2014) study on metrolingual multitasking in two restaurants in Sydney 
and Tokyo is useful. In looking at ‘multiculturalism from below’, they sought 
to present multiculturalism and multilingualism from the everyday lived 
experiences in localized intercultural interactions (Pennycook & Otsuji 
2014:164). They drew their perspective and inspiration from Mathews and 
Vega’s (2012:1) volume of work on globalization from below, which compiles 
various studies on the everyday experiences of globalization by people involved 
in ‘informal, often semi-legal or illegal transactions’. Such perspectives, I 
believe, are important, because this group of people are the majority and 
14 
 
oftentimes top down processes do not reflect the reality of lived experiences. In 
addition, Pennycook and Otsuji (2014:166) introduce the concept of spatial 
repertoires that refers to ‘the available and sedimented resources that derive 
from the repeated language practices of the people involved in the sets of 
activities related to particular places.’ This provides a method of focusing on 
how certain language practices in particular spaces are expected and repeated/ 
(re)produced. In this sense, the reception of signs can also be included to provide 
a more complete picture of the dynamism and complexity of lived realities. And 
thus, Pennycook and Otsuji’s (2014) approach to LL from the multiculturalism 
from below perspective is helpful. 
In addition, Heyd’s (2014) study on folk LL also uses a ‘from below’ 
lens by looking at photo blogs that focus on what is deemed erroneous or odd 
uses of different language varieties by everyday people. These may range from 
spelling, grammar, and punctuation to pragmatic phenomena. Her study is 
significant as it demonstrates that the uptake of public shop signs can be one of 
rejection due to grassroots prescriptivism, which maintains and reinforces 
language ideologies, and are potentially due to the influence of top down forces 
of linguistic normativism. As shown in her study, while in LL studies, 
researchers analyze similar photos using a descriptivist approach, the same 
cannot be said for the prescriptivist approach of the photo blogs where the 
posting of images forms a digital genre of criticizing linguistic practices of 
others. The images themselves are, thus, meaning generating units that lead 
them to become the raison d’être of these websites. In combining such a ‘from 
below’ approach (comprising of interviews with home owners/buyers) with the 
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top down spatialization of housing institutions, I believe the gap between actual 
lived experiences and that mediatized in ads will be highlighted. 
2.3 Identity 
 With the preceding discussions on globalization and LL with their 
everyday practices, Bucholtz and Hall’s (2005:585-586) argument for 
‘approaching identity as a relational and sociocultural phenomenon that 
emerges and circulates in local discourse contexts of interaction’ is particularly 
relevant to my study as well. As such, I will adopt their definition of identity as 
the ‘social positioning of self and other’ (Bucholtz & Hall 2005:286). By 
looking at people’s stance towards top down spatialization processes and 
globalizing influences, their positioning of self will emerge. In Bucholtz and 
Hall’s (2005) work, they put forth five principles for the study of identity. The 
emergence principle presents their belief that identity emerges from linguistic 
and semiotic practices, and is thus a sociocultural product. The positionality 
principle states that identities are more than simply researchers’ demographic 
categories of gender, class and race. Identities also comprise of participants’ 
own orientation to local or cultural positions, and their temporal or interactional 
stances. These first two principles relate to Bucholtz and Hall’s (2005) 
perspective of what identities are.  
The indexicality principle demonstrates how the concept of indexicality, 
which is generally defined as ‘the creation of semiotic links between linguistic 
forms and social meanings’, constitutes identity (Bucholtz & Hall 2005:594). 
For example, the use of English to construct a modern and cosmopolitan identity. 
The relationality principle highlights how identities are formed in relation to 
other positions and social actors. In broadening discussions on the relational 
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phenomena of identity work, they propose three pairs of relations called tactics 
of intersubjectivity. The first pair is that of adequation and distinction. The 
former demonstrates that one only needs to be sufficiently similar during the 
interaction in order to be aligned with a group. The reverse is true of distinction 
where the emphasis is on differentiation from a group. The second pair of 
authentication and denaturalization, which focus respectively on how identities 
are authenticated through interactions, and how they can also be problematized 
or falsified. The third and last pair is that of authorization and illegitimation. 
These are related to institutionalized power and ideology that either affirm or 
dismiss identities. Last but not least, the partialness principle holds that identity 
construction is dynamic, and thus, constantly changes depending on interactions 
and contexts. Therefore, whatever identities that are ‘captured’ between 
researcher and participant are always partial. 
These five principles, especially the indexicality and relationality 
principles, will be useful for the analysis of interviews with home owners/ 
buyers on their views of housing. They will help shed light on my participants’ 
construction of their identities in relation to housing through their narratives. 
Moreover, in my study, I will be extending this definition of identity 
construction for self to that for space itself. In discussing LL or semiotic 
landscapes, there is the mention of ‘place-making’ or creating a ‘sense of a 
place’. Based on Bucholtz and Hall’s (2005) theoretical work, spatialization 
processes can also be understood as a form of identity construction to turn space 
into place. After all, the ‘richness and identity of place is inextricably linked to 
the lives, movements and activities of its people’ (Yuen 2005:206). Place 
identity can thus arguably be conceived as a social positioning of a particular 
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space in relation to others. However, identity work for place and self should not 
be seen as mutually exclusive, and instead be treated as dialogic. Not only does 
place identity emerge out of ongoing social practices, in return, it also provides 
‘a sense of stability and continuity, [such that] it helps to construct and preserve 
our identity’ (Yuen 2005:201-202). Similarly, as observed by Jaworski and 
Thurlow (2010), buildings and other iconic images that are constantly described 
and represented in texts, images and social practices like that of tourism can 
become closely connected to national identity as well.  
In discussing local/national identities, the aspects of stability and 
continuity are crucial. Heritage and identity are observed to have gained 
prominence with increasing globalization (Yuen 2005). As Johnstone (2004) 
observed in her study of creating local identity through ‘local’ talk, localness 
(or everyday encounters) is a reaction to globalization, and thus, is valued, and 
can become a commodity. Examples of this includes how a local dialect, 
Pittsburghese, is commodified on souvenirs like magnets and clothing 
(Johnstone 2004), and how the mining heritage of Cornwall and Wales has been 
commodified for tourism (Coupland and Coupland 2014). In creating a local/ 
national identity within a globalizing world, heritage becomes an important 
adequation of localness and distinction from other foreign locations. According 
to Bachtiar (2002:13): 
Singapore hopes to be a global city of distinction. And its people 
have come to assimilate more global influences. Today’s 
populace likes having a Starbucks around the corner and 
glittering megamalls. They want the cinema multiplexes and 
offices of glass and chrome. But these are the hallmarks of a 
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generic upscale town. If these are the only features of our 
landscape, we would be possessing only the typical structures 
of a high-end MacCity. What makes this city uniquely 
Singapore, distinct and separate from so many others, are the 
buildings of our heritage. They add grace to a place, and form a 
continuous link from our past to our future. 
The heritage that is conserved in the creation of a unique place identity can be 
seen as a semiotic resource that gained value precisely because of its immobility 
as compared to other semiotic resources that have capacity for mobility. Thus, 
conservation of buildings with heritage (e.g. Figure 3) has become increasingly 
important in Singapore as well (Yuen, 2005). As such, when the two (immobile 
and mobile) semiotic resources meet, as mentioned in 2.1, homes and 
neighbourhoods become spaces for intercultural experiences. With such daily 
experiences situated in the varying degrees of pull and push of the local and the 
global, there emerge, not only a sense of place identity, but also of self-identity. 
Overall, by taking these into account, I believe that my study will provide a 
fuller picture of the realities of the everyday lived experiences of people who 
connect themselves with traditional and modern social practices and values 
while mitigating pressures from the rapidly growing globalization phenomena 












CHAPTER 3: CONTEXT OF SINGAPORE 
Singapore, with its limited land space of 719.1 square kilometres, has a 
total population of almost 5.54 million people, of which, 3.9 million are 
Singapore residents (Singapore Department of Statistics 2016). Its residents, 
comprising of both Singapore citizens and permanent residents (PRs), are made 
up of the four major ethnic groups of Chinese (74.3%), Malays (13.3%), Indians 
(9.1%), and Others (3.3%) (Singapore Department of Statistics 2016). Due to 
the multiracial make up of Singapore, there are four official languages—English, 
Mandarin, Malay, and Tamil. The language policy in Singapore ensures that 
Singaporeans are bilingual in English and the mother tongue associated with 
one’s ethnic group (e.g. Mandarin for Chinese, Malay for Malays and Tamil for 
Indians). From the government’s perspective, English is an ethnically neutral 
language that allows for global competitiveness while mother tongues are taught 
so that Singaporeans remain in touch with their Asian heritage (Stroud & Wee 
2007). However, it should be noted that such assumptions have been criticized 
and/or problematized in various studies (see Pakir 1993, Stroud & Wee 2007, 
Wee 2002). As argued by Stroud and Wee (2007:260), ‘English has become 
strongly associated with educational achievements and material wealth’. In 
other words, Singaporeans who have low English proficiency are perceived as 
belonging to a lower class. Thus, English is considered a highly desirable 
language despite the government’s rhetoric that both English and mother 





3.1 Historical Background of Housing 
Singapore has a unique housing market. Currently, most housing in 
Singapore are high-rise apartments with only a small percentage of landed 
properties. As a case in point, only 5.6 percent of the total population of 
Singapore live in landed properties (Singapore Department of Statistics 2016). 
Similar to cities like Hong Kong and Tokyo, housing in Singapore is expensive. 
Based on the Economist Intelligence Unit’s 2014 ranking of the most expensive 
cities in the world, Singapore topped the list due to the soaring prices of private 
housing (Lim & Chan 2014). While public housing was not included in their 
measurement, the rise in the overall cost of purchasing housing in Singapore is 
similarly observed for public housing as well.  
However, the housing landscape in Singapore was markedly different in 
the past. As observed by Wong and Yap (2003), prior to 1960, there was a 
housing crisis in Singapore where there were housing shortages and many 
people living in slums or outlying farming and kampung (Malay word meaning 
‘village’; sometimes spelled as kampong) areas. It was the setting up of 
Singapore’s public housing authority and statutory board, the Housing & 
Development Board (HDB), which changed the housing landscape and lives of 
the people. The resettlement process of people into public housing occurred 
during the period of 1960s and 1970s. In the early 1980s, the government started 
the use public housing as an instrument to both inculcate social values and 
support economic policies (Wong & Yap 2003). With regards to the former, the 
creation and maintenance of the ‘kampong spirit’, which refers to the open and 
friendly communication channels and interdependence of neighbours in the 
days of living in the kampongs, is desired (Lokajaya 2016). The importance 
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placed on this value of interdependence, also known in Malay as ‘gotong 
royong’, has been discussed and emphasized publicly since the 1980s as shown 
in an old news article, ‘A helpful hint from the past’ (1981), and more recently 
by Singapore’s current PM Lee during a book launch for a book on the history 
of Singapore’s oldest kampongs (Grosse 2013). As such, the HDB ensured that 
in the construction of public housing, there is a provision of various 
common/public areas like playgrounds and green spaces where neighbours can 
gather and thus, ideally, build community cohesion or the ‘kampong spirit’ 
(Lokajaya 2016). However, as noted by Lokajaya, this has been not been 
particularly successful. Nevertheless, it would seem that due to the 
pervasiveness of the internet and social media, there is a sense that, rather than 
becoming non-existent, the ‘kampong spirit’ has changed/transformed into one 
where communal cooperation is mediated online rather than through physical 
mutual interdependence (Lokajaya 2016). This will be further examined in 
section 5.2.2 of my thesis. 
3.2 Types of Housing 
In general, housing is divided into three housing types or categories of 
the public, hybrid, and private sectors. Public housing is also commonly known 
as HDB flats by Singaporeans because the HDB manages all public housing, 
inclusive of construction and sales. While public housing may have negative 
connotations in other countries, in Singapore, it is not the case. HDB flats are 
built to be sold to only Singaporeans (Chew 2009), and it has become the most 
common housing type in Singapore with 80 percent of the total population 
living in them (Singapore Department of Statistics 2016). This is unsurprising 
because the target consumers of new public housing are the low to middle class 
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Singaporeans. For example, in order to qualify for HDB purchase, the gross 
monthly household income of the Singaporean family must not exceed 
S$12,000 (Hiramoto & Teo 2015). Moreover, there are once-off subsidies of up 
to S$80,000 per family (dependent on total household income) in addition to a 
variety of housing loans with attractive interest rates provided by the 
government. Such incentives make purchasing of new HDB flats, which cost an 
average of S$80,000 for the smallest flat with an estimated floor area of 36 
square metres, more affordable. Over the years, there have been many different 
types of HDB flats built to meet the changing material demands of Singaporeans 
due to the improvement in living standards (Chew 2009, Wong & Yap 2003). 
The most recent type of HDB estates, introduced in 2001 (Teoalida 2015a), is 
called Build-to-Order (BTO) flats because of HDB’s policy of beginning the 
construction of these flats after most of the units are sold. Thus, it is common 
for home buyers to only be able to collect the keys to their BTO flats after an 
average of a three year wait. As all other types of HDB flats that were built 
before 2001 are beyond the scope of this study, they are simply referred to as 
HDB flats or resale HDB flats if they are bought off the resale market. The use 
of this term serves to differentiate them from the newer BTO flats. 
Private housing, managed by private property companies, comprises of 
both landed properties and condominiums, often shortened to as ‘condos’. 
While HDB and BTO estates offer satisfactory living environments with 
playgrounds and gardens, condos often include several facilities like swimming 
pools, gyms, playgrounds, and tennis courts, and have security, landscaping, 
and water features as well. The smallest condo unit costs a minimum of half a 
million Singapore dollars, and larger sized condos and landed properties are 
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priced in the millions range as shown in the following Table 1, which is 
replicated from Teo (2014:155).  
 Public Housing Hybrid Housing Private Housing 
New S$81,000 - S$400,000 
S$500,000 - 
S$1,300,000 Over S$700,000 





TABLE 1. Estimated costs of housing. 
Naturally, there are no government subsidies for purchase of private housing. 
In bridging the gap between public and private housing, the category of 
executive condominiums (ECs) has been introduced as a hybrid housing type. 
ECs are similar to condos in terms of facilities and features and are built and 
sold by private property companies. However, they are managed by the HDB 
for the first ten years and thus, regulations for HDB flats apply to ECs up to its 
privatization, when the restrictions are lifted (Chew 2009). ECs enable aspiring 
Singaporean elites (young graduates and professionals), who can afford more 
than a HDB flat but not a condo, to enjoy higher standards of living earlier. As 
such, the cost of ECs is between that of HDB flats and condo units. Nevertheless, 
prices of ECs are still considered high, and many Singaporeans do perceive ECs 
as luxury housing. 
With these few types of housing in Singapore, there arose the association 
of HDB and BTO estates as the ‘heartlands’, with Singaporeans living there 
termed as ‘heartlanders’ (Ang 2014, Low 2015). The use of heartlanders as a 
contrast to cosmopolitans began with a national day rally speech in 1999 by 
Singapore’s then Prime Minister, Goh Chok Tong. Other than living in HDB 
flats, heartlanders also describe Singaporeans who speak Colloquial Singapore 
English (Singlish) and have local perspectives and interests. Cosmopolitans, on 
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the other hand, are perceived to speak Standard English (though bilingual), and 
have a more international outlook enabling them to work comfortably in any 
country (Goh 1999). Thurlow and Jaworski (2010) also highlight that due to 
globalization and tourism, there can be increased cosmopolitanism in the sense 
that there can be greater intercultural interactions and understanding leading to 
tolerance and harmonious integration. The presentation of the dichotomy 
between heartlanders and cosmopolitans, and subsequent association of HDB 
estates with the former, leads some to perceive people living in other types of 
housing (ECs and private) as most cosmopolitan. 
3.3 Naming Trends for Housing 
The naming of housing estates began with the introduction of private 
condos into Singapore’s housing market, with a condo named The Beverly Mai 
built in 1974 (Teoalida 2015b). In an interview published in Singapore’s local 
newspaper, The Straits Times, Diana Kuik, an executive director of a condo 
developer, explained that condos are often named based on what is trendy at the 
time (Chan 2007). She stated that in the 1980s, names with the word ‘garden’ 
or ‘view’ are popular; in the 1990s, ‘vale’; and after 2000, ‘@’, coined words, 
and names that start with ‘The’.  
The HDB started naming public housing estates in 1995 with Kim Keat 
Court after it renovated an old estate (Chin 2013). When BTO flats were 
introduced in 2001, naming of BTO estates became the standard for all new 
housing estates (Teoalida 2015a). As Hiramoto and Teo (2015) observed, prior 
to this shift, identification went by housing blocks, rather than estates 
(comprising of more than one block of flats), and they were based simply on 
their block number and street location, as in Block 106 Jurong East Street 13. 
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Lim Kok Chun (personal communication, 8 September 2015), HDB’s then 
deputy director of customer services centre, states that they view the naming 
process as a way to ‘create a meaningful identity and branding for the new 
community’. The process is guided by the following four criteria: 
1. Location of the estate 
2. History and/or culture that is significant/special to the location 
3. Unique design features of the estate 
4. Residents’ suggestions and votes 
In all BTO estates, the first three guidelines determine the names while the 
fourth guideline is only used during the redevelopment of older HDB estates 
where residents are already living. 
This shift in HDB’s residential development and branding suggests that 
there is a rising consciousness and desirability of hegemonic standards of 
upmarket or luxury lifestyles (Hiramoto & Teo 2015). Naming of estates was 
traditionally reserved for condos, which are expensive residential properties. 
With named estates indexing luxury then, the naming of HDB estates, which 
are perceived as mass market and utilitarian by Singaporeans, is seen as an 
attempt to provide HDB estates with upscale identities (Wee 2012). However, 
there is a slight difference in the naming of BTO estates and condos in that the 
naming of the latter has a higher tendency of being based on fashionable trends. 
3.4 Pro-Family Ideology in Public Housing Policies 
The Singapore government’s stand on the family being the building 
block of society stems from Confucian ideology (Hiramoto & Teo 2015), which 
has been incorporated into state policy (Ong 1999), especially that of public 
housing policies. This is because the strength and cohesiveness of family ties 
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are seen to be crucial in providing a network of support for all generations 
(Ministry of Community Development 1995). Moreover, there is a Chinese 
saying that makes explicit the value of multigenerational families living 
together, 家有一老，如有一宝 (jia you yi lao, ru you yi bao), which literally 
translates to having an elderly staying in your home is akin to possessing a 
treasure. Hence, unlike in the West, multigenerational living is not seen as living 
off of parents. This is also partly because the grown up children give their 
parents a portion of their monthly salary to help in the household expenditure. 
It should also be noted that the monthly giving of money is seen as indexical of 
filial piety because as working adults, these children now have a duty to support 
their parents financially. All in all, HDB’s policies and schemes with regards to 
new BTO flats and new ECs purchase are supportive of these national pro-
family objectives and it should be noted that these regulations do not extend to 
the private housing sales market. 
Other than the eligibility criteria of being a Singapore citizen, one can 
only apply for purchase of a new BTO flat if the applicant is intending to live 
in the new flat with a ‘family nucleus’ (Housing & Development Board 2015a). 
Up to June 2013, a ‘family nucleus’ comprises of the applicant together with: 
1. Fiancé/Fiancée  
2. Spouse and children/parents or spouse, children and parents 
3. Parents  
4. Siblings 
Should the applicant be widowed or divorced, he/she may apply as a family 
nucleus with children in his/her legal custody. Such an eligibility criteria is close 
to Singapore’s current Prime Minister (PM) Lee Hsien Loong’s narrow 
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definition of the heteronormative family, which consists of husband, wife and 
children (2007). However, in realising the demand for housing by singles, 
changes implemented from July 2013 broadened the definition of ‘family 
nucleus’ to allow singles and Singapore citizens who married non-citizen 
spouses to apply for purchase of new BTO flats (Cheam, 2013). While 
eligibility conditions are more inclusive now, there remain many conditions 
attached that continue to, on one hand, favour heteronormative families 
consisting of marrying or married couples (with children) and, on the other hand, 
penalize singles. 
3.4.1 Policies that favour heteronormative families 
As it is common for applications for purchase of new BTO flats to 
exceed the number of new BTO units for sale, there are many instances where 
balloting has to be done to determine which applicants get to make their 
purchase. Thus, there are currently seven priority schemes to help selected 
groups of citizens to improve their chances of obtaining a new BTO unit in the 
balloting process (Housing & Development Board 2015b). Out of these seven 
priority schemes, five are for marrying or married couples and married couples 
with at least one child—the Parenthood Priority Scheme (PPS), Third-Child 
Priority Scheme (TCPS), Multi-Generation Priority Scheme (MGPS), Married 
Child Priority Scheme (MCPS) and Senior Priority Scheme (SPS). The PPS 
allows married couples with at least one child a higher chance of obtaining a 
flat because 30% to 50% of new BTO flats are reserved for this family type. 
Should the married couple have at least three children, they can apply for the 
TCPS to increase their chances in the balloting process. Moreover, 5% of the 
new BTOs for sale are reserved for TCPS applicants.  
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In addition to these schemes prioritising families with children, MGPS, 
MCPS and SPS favour marrying or married couples (with or without children) 
who would like to stay with or near their parents (be it in the same building or 
in the same neighbourhood of within two kilometres). Multigenerational 
families living together or near each other are highly encouraged by the 
government, and so such applicants are given higher chances in the balloting 
process. It should be noted that a family can get priority for up to two out of 
these five priority schemes for an even higher chance at winning the ballot if 
the applicant and his/her family nucleus meet the eligibility conditions for these 
schemes. For example, a married couple with one child who would like to live 
near their parents would be able to apply for both the PPS and MCPS.  
Furthermore, in supporting the government’s belief that the family 
should be close-knitted for mutual support and care, HDB launched 
multigenerational flats (called 3Gen flats) in September 2013 that are large 
enough to accommodate multigenerational families, and unsurprisingly, these 
flats can only be purchased by such families (AsiaOne 2013). Building on this 
idea of the 3Gen flats, the private housing market introduced dual-key 
apartments for multigenerational families who wish to live in condos. However, 
as government regulations do not apply, private developers also indicate that 
such apartments can also be used as rentals for extra income (Hiramoto & Teo 
2015). 
3.4.2 Policies that penalize non-heteronormative families 
Non-heteronormative families consist of the divorced and widowed 
persons who may or may not have children, the unmarried person with child 
and the single person. These various types of families are essentially categorised 
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into two groups by the current policies. The first group consists of the divorced 
and widowed persons who have at least one child, and the second group 
consisting of everyone else. The former group does not face any restrictions in 
housing purchase application as long as he/she is a Singapore citizen with the 
custody of at least one child who is under sixteen years old. There are no priority 
schemes for this group if they are applying for a new BTO flat for the first time 
but if they are applying for the second time, they do have a priority scheme, 
Assistance Scheme for Second-Timers (ASSIST), which allows them a higher 
chance at successfully purchasing a flat. The penalty against the divorced or 
widowed applicants and their children can be seen through the unequal 
treatment that they receive in this priority scheme. ASSIST aids all married, 
divorced or widowed parents who are applying to purchase a new BTO flat for 
the second time by setting aside 30% of the public flat supply for them. However, 
out of this 30%, only 5% are set aside for divorced and widowed parents while 
25% are set aside for parents who remain married and have at least one child 
below sixteen years old. 
The second group consisting of unmarried parents with children, 
divorced and widowed persons without children and singles are treated as single 
persons in new BTO flat applications. For ease of reference, this group will 
henceforth be referred to as singles due to their treatment. While single citizens 
are now able to purchase new BTO flats, there are many conditions attached to 
the application. Whether these applicants are applying for the flat alone or with 
other singles (up to four in total), they must be at least 35 years of age with a 
maximum income of S$6000 per month, and they are only allowed to purchase 
a 2-room flat (one of the smallest flat sizes) in a non-mature estate. A non-
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mature estate is typically less than 20 years old, and thus, has fewer amenities 
like malls and transport services (Fatti 2016). Furthermore, in applying for a 2-
room flat, a single citizen has to pay an additional S$15,000 fee as compared to 
a married couple who apply for a similar unit. For example, if a 2-room flat 
costs S$80,000, a married couple will pay that exact amount while a single 
person will have to pay S$95,000. Interestingly, the notion that ‘HDB is 
discouraging singles from purchasing flats by imposing an additional S$15,000 
fee’ is labelled by the HDB as a misperception (HDBSpeaks 2013). Their 
reasoning is due to the fact that the S$15,000 will be returned to the single 
person after he/she gets married. 
3.5 Conclusion 
 Due to the abovementioned policies, it is common in Singapore for 
grown up children to continue living with their parents, regardless of their 
marital status. Nevertheless, with the younger and more modern generation 
becoming adults, the values of privacy, speaking one’s mind, and being 
independent are reflected through the desire to move out of their parents’ homes. 
This is supported by a national dialogue session on housing issues with 20 
young couples, which found that the main reason for wanting to live apart from 
their parents is that of privacy concerns (Yeo 2014). Furthermore, the 
Department of Statistics Singapore (2014) found that there is almost a tripling 
of elderly persons (aged 65 years and above) who live on their own between the 
20 year period of 1990 to 2010 due to their children moving away. That being 
said, the increase in young couples moving out of their parental homes does not 
imply a disregard for the traditional Confucian values that they grew up with. 
Many of them still choose to live close to their parents. In a poll of 949 young 
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Singaporeans, 72 percent of them said that they prefer to live near their parents 
after marriage (Yeo 2014). Such housing arrangements facilitate frequent visits 
of at least once a week to their parents’ homes, and thus, reflect the continued 
interdependence between multigenerational families, which conforms to the 
government’s pro-family objectives.   
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CHAPTER 4: DATA AND METHODOLOGY 
In order to demonstrate the spatialization processes in the scopic regimes 
of ads, and to understand the dynamism of place and self-identity construction 
‘from below’, my study’s data is made up of Singapore housing ads by the 
public, hybrid and private sectors, and interviews with Singaporean home 
buyers or owners. These data were collected from the beginning of 2013 till 
March 2016. 
4.1 Housing Ads  
Due to Singapore’s new housing being built only after they are sold, ads 
as meaning generating institutions are a source of scopic regimes that allow for 
an examination of the meaning making prior to their materialization as part of 
the LL. All of the EC and private housing ads were collected from local 
newspapers, The Straits Times and TODAY. The former is Singapore’s largest 
circulating newspaper while the latter is the second most read newspaper, and 
is distributed for free in public transport stations and shopping malls. Public 
housing in Singapore is not advertised in the newspapers. Instead, interested 
applicants go to HDB’s website to view and/or download the brochures that 
HDB has created for each estate. I term them as brochures because they are not 
typical ads like that of an EC or private housing ad found in newspapers (Figure 
4a). BTO brochures often comprise of many pages of information. They include, 
among other things, an explanation of the name of the estate, the facilities that 
are available, the commercial establishments found in the neighbourhood, and 
layouts of the different sizes of flats found in the housing blocks (Figure 4b). 




   
FIGURE 4. Sample housing ads. (a. The Whitley Residences, condo; b. West 
Crest @ Bukit Batok, BTO) 
 
There are a total of 192 ads that were collected within the time frame of 
2013 to 2015 for 164 new public and private housing estates and ECs (Table 2). 
The difference in numbers is due to some estates having more or less than one 
ad that spatialize the estate. As shown in Table 2, for public housing, there are 
fewer ads than housing estates. This is due to some estates sharing the same ad 
because they are located in the same area. For instance, in the ad for West Crest 
@ Bukit Batok (Figure 4b), there is another BTO estate called West Valley @ 





the same neighbourhood. Thus, though there are 46 public housing estates, only 
41 ads were collected. 
Housing Type Number of Estates Number of Ads 
Public 46 41 
Luxury 
EC 14 18 
Private 104 133 
Sub Total 118 151 
Total 164 192 
TABLE 2. Total numbers for housing estates and ads. 
 
ECs and private housing estates, which market themselves as providing a more 
luxurious lifestyle, are termed collectively in this thesis as luxury housing 
estates for ease of reference. These luxury housing estates are often advertised 
with more than one version of the ad, and thus, there are 18 and 133 ads for 14 
and 104 ECs and private housing estates respectively (Table 2). 
The total number of names for each type of housing is the same as that 
of number of estates in Table 2. In analyzing the housing names, all of them are 
grouped into the eight categories of Nature, Location, Design Concept, Creative 
Non-English Name, Colonial Past, Historical Origin, Prestige and Others (Table 
3). Names that comprise of terms from the semantic domain of nature like 
orchid, coral and sky are classified as nature related names. The category of 
Location is for housing names that indicate the district or neighbourhood where 
the estate is located in like Bukit Batok and Pasir Ris, and those that use specific 
housing address like 111 Emerald Hill. Housing estates that are named based 
on the design/theme are categorized as Design Concept names. For example, 
The Verandah @ Matilda is named as such due to the presence of a distinctive 












Public 23 Fern Grove, Orchid 
Spring 
Luxury 39 Corals, Sky Habitat 
Location 59 
Public 22 EastBank@Canberra, 
Pasir Ris One 
Luxury 37 





Trivelis, The Verandah @ 
Matilda 




Public 1 Matilda Portico 
Luxury 17 La Fiesta, Trizon 
Colonial Past 5 
Public 0 - 






Compassvale Helm, Keat 
Hong Crest 
Luxury 1 Jade Residences 
Prestige 2 
Public 0 - 
Luxury 2 Elite Residences, Victory 
Ville 
Others 2 
Public 0 - 
Luxury 2 Michaels’ Residences, VA 
Residences 
TABLE 3. Classification of housing names. 
 
The category of Creative Non-English Name is due to the use of foreign 
languages like French, Italian, and Spanish, and the creative portmanteaus of 
words where individual roots/stems of words, which do not necessarily have 
meaning, are combined. For example, Trizon is made up of Tri for three and zon, 
which does not have any particular meaning. Names categorized as Colonial 
Past or of Historical Origins are similar though they are differentiated by British 
locations for the former and local historical use of the location for the latter. As 
for the category of Prestige, this comprises of names that explicitly identify 
themselves as elite like Elite Residences. Last but not least, the Others category 
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is made up of names that do not fit into any of the first seven categories, and 
housing developers did not provide any explanations as to why they are so 
named. 
Based on the above explanation, there are names that can fall into more 
than one category. For example, The Verandah @ Matilda does not only belong 
into the design concept category but also the location category due to the estate 
being located in the Matilda district of Punggol. For names that fall under more 
than one category, they are counted in all the related categories. Thus, due to 
such double counting, there are a total of 195 names in Table 3 although there 
are only 163 housing estate names. On top of analyzing the housing ads 
collected for their names, all ads are also subjected to textual and visual analysis, 
which will be further presented in the following chapters. 
4.2 Interviews  
All of the semiformal interviews with Singaporean home buyers or 
owners were done between July 2015 and March 2016. As mentioned by Heller 
(2011:43), interviews are ‘narratives that help us see how actors make sense of 
their world’, and thus, as part of ethnography, it provides an explanation for 
why things happen. Moreover, in order to uphold the positionality principle 
(Bucholtz & Hall 2005), interviews play an important part in finding out how 
people perceive the LL around them. Thus, in order to examine the lived 
realities of home buyers or owners, the influence that government policies and 
housing ads have on their perceptions of housing, and the extent to which they 
view their homes as an extension of their identity, interviews are necessary. 
The key criteria is that interviewees must have bought a house (either 
public or luxury housing) or is in the process of applying for one. Respondents 
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were found using the friends of friends method, and all of them agreed to be 
interviewed voluntarily without any compensation. A total of 19 home buyers 
agreed to the interview but because among them are four couples, I have 
counted each couple as one respondent since they made the decision of their 
home purchase together. Thus, there are a total of 15 interviewees. All their 
interview data is used for my study. The following Table 4 organizes the 
respondents alphabetically based on their pseudonymized names, with the 
eleven individual interviewees listed first and the couples after. 
All my interviewees, age ranging from late 20s to mid-40s, are either 
married or engaged to be married. As can be observed from Table 4, Singapore’s 
three major ethnic groups of Chinese, Indian and Malay are represented in order 
to paint a more accurate picture of the everyday lives of Singaporeans. All 
interviewees are Singaporeans with the exception of Josh, a Malaysian citizen 
with Singapore permanent residency. However, he has been living in Singapore 
from a young age, and hence, is unlikely to skew the interview data. Ten of my 
respondents are not living with their parents or parents-in-law. The five home 
buyers who have temporary or permanent arrangements are living with the 
man’s parents except for Ellya. Her husband is an American who moved to 
Singapore, and thus, is living with her parents at the time of the interview. Four 
respondents have temporary arrangements of living with their parents or 
parents-in-law because either the construction of the flat that they have applied 
for is not completed yet or they are still in the process of searching for their 
ideal flat. For April, her housing type is listed as both HDB and resale condo 
because at the time of the interview, she is in the process of moving from a HDB 
flat to a condo, and she has no intention of selling her HDB flat. 
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Enrique Male Chinese Early 30s BTO No 1/2/16 





Jennifer Female Chinese Late 30s Condo No 25/8/15 
Josephine Female Chinese Late 20s EC 
Temporary 
arrangement 11/9/15 
Monica Female Indian Mid 40s 
Resale 
HDB No 8/12/15 
Pink Female Chinese Late 30s 
Resale 
HDB No 5/10/15 
Sarah Female Chinese Late 
30s 
BTO No 22/9/15 
Theresa Female Chinese Early 30s 
Resale 
HDB No 19/7/15 
Yurni Female Malay Early 40s HDB No 16/2/16 










Condo No 15/1/16 










Chinese Late 20s 
Resale 
HDB No 16/9/15 Josh Male 
TABLE 4. Background of interviewees. 
 
 
Each of the interviews averaged about an hour in length, and was audio 
recorded. As the interviews were semiformal, the flow of the conversation and 
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questions raised by me were based on the responses I received. However, 
keeping in mind that the interviews were to find out respondents’ lived realities 
within their estates, perception of housing policies and ads and their influence, 
and the connection (if any) to their social identity, there were eight key 
questions that were posed to all of them. The first two questions are introductory 
questions to both ease the interviewees into the topic and help me to get to know 
more about them. These questions taken with questions three to seven help to 
elicit respondents’ perceptions of housing and provided avenues to explore 
whether housing policies and ads have had any influence on them. Questions 
three, five, six, and eight also help to provide a glimpse into my interviewees’ 
everyday lives. The last two questions, seven and eight, are related to the extent 
that my respondents view their homes as extensions of their social identities. 
With regards to question eight, the three pairs of identification as 
heartlander/cosmopolitan, local/global or traditional/Western were brought up 
for discussion depending on interviewees’ preferences and/or identifications. 
1. What type of housing are you buying (or have bought)? Why? 
a. (for non-BTO buyers) Did you choose to buy resale HDB flat or 
luxury housing because you’re not eligible for BTO? 
2. Where is your house located? 
3. What are the reasons for your choice of flat? 
a. For example, facilities, neighbourhood, schools, near parents etc.? 
b. Do you know of any eco-features in your estate? Do you make 
use of them? Are these eco-features important to you? 




5. Do you think the name/theme of the housing estate is important? 
a. Does the name of the unit have any effect on your decision? Do 
you like the name? 
b. What do you think of HDB’s recent changes of naming and 
having themes for estates? 
6. Why did you choose to (not) live with/near your parents? 
a. Would you want to live with/near your parents in the future? 
b. What do you think of the recent launch of 3Gen flats? 
7. What does purchasing your own home mean to you? 
8. Based on your responses so far, which do you identify with more—
traditional or Western / heartlander or cosmopolitan? 
a. Do you feel like you’re more a part of a global community or 
more localized? 
All the interviews were conducted in English, and transcribed by me. 
Depending on the respondents, there were uses of Singlish and Mandarin in the 
interviews as well. During the transcription of all 15 interviews, the English 
translations of key terms that are in Singlish and Mandarin are indicated next to 
the original terms. For the transcription process, I have generally followed Du 
Bois’ (2006) system of transcription symbols with some minor adaptations. 
However, because my study is only concerned with the overall meaning of the 
narratives presented by my interviewees, I used a broad transcription system. 
The legend for transcription symbols used in this thesis is presented on page xi. 
As the interviews are part of the broader ethnography work that I 
conducted for this thesis, in order to gain a better understanding of my 
respondents’ lifestyles and neighbourhoods, as much as possible, the interviews 
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were conducted at their homes, depending on their willingness to open their 
homes to me, and whether they had moved into their homes. I also attempted to 
reach out to different housing developers to learn more about their motivations 
for naming and theming practices. Unfortunately, only HDB replied to my query 
via email to provide their rationale behind their naming practices. In aiding the 
ethnography work, being a Singaporean, I am familiar with the culture, context 
and landscape of Singapore, and thus, able to understand the language and social 
practices well. 
A limitation of my methodology is the lack of foreign respondents who 
are home owners or potential home buyers in Singapore. Due to Singapore’s 
housing policies, foreigners are only allowed to purchase private housing (both 
new and resale) and resale ECs that have privatized after the regulations are 
lifted. As such, there is the possibility that private housing developers adjust 
their marketing discourse for housing to include these targeted foreign 
consumers. As reported by Tay (2016), during the first 9 months of 2016, 782 
housing transactions were attributed to foreign (excluding PRs) consumers, with 
the Chinese being the largest group of buyers with 230 deals, followed by the 
Indonesians (114), Malaysians (82) and Americans (57). To put these figures in 
perspective, the total number of private housing transactions in Singapore for 
the first three quarters of 2016 is 11,993 (Urban Redevelopment Authority 
2016). While foreigners only make up about 6.5% of the actual transactions, the 
target foreign audience for private housing is possibly larger, especially if PRs 
are included as well. However, due to the limits of my study, I do not have data 
on foreign consumers’ perceptions of housing practices although they may serve 
as an interesting (potential) contrast to the perspectives of my Singaporean 
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interviewees. As such, the impact that foreign consumers may have on the 
marketing of housing (for example, the socio-indexical trends in housing estate 




CHAPTER 5: NAMING HOUSING ESTATES 
In making sense of how people grapple with the penetration of 
globalizing influences in society through their everyday experiences of home, 
the first and most public layer involves the practice of the naming of housing 
estates. Due to the fact that housing estates are not constructed until after their 
sales, meaning making of the estates names occur in ads prior to their 
materialization as public signs to form part of a LL. Thus, this chapter looks at 
ads’ generation of meaning for housing names as well as my respondents’ 
reception of them in ads and/or public signs. Data used for this chapter are from 
my classification of names in Table 3 (in section 4.1), and interview segments 
that are related to respondents’ reactions to names of housing estates. Due to 
my interviewees’ responses, I also included the use of names in online platforms 
like that of maps and Facebook groups. 
5.1 Naming as a Spatialization Process 
With more than 2200 condos and 250 BTOs (estimates obtained from 
Teoalida 2015a, 2015b) that have names, a lot of the spatialization is a top down 
process by the housing developers comprising of HDB and other private 
developers. In general, names for public housing and some categories of luxury 
housing names are not well received by my interviewees due to the lack of 
functional usage for BTO names and existing language ideologies. The former 
is affected by the ambiguous spatial relationship between names and spaces for 
BTO estates while the latter results from (Singapore specific) language 




5.1.1 Names as Marked Linguistic Boundaries 
Naming practices are highly visible because, generally, most of the 
luxury and public housing names are placed in prominent areas; for example, 
beside a road or near cross junctions (Figure 5). Most, if not all, are also brightly 
lit at night (Figure 5b). As the styling of the signage (e.g. font, colour, material 
used, etc.) is beyond the scope of this section, I will not be touching on them. 
 
 
FIGURE 5. Examples of signage for names of housing estates. (a. 
researcher’s image; b. image taken by Jo, an interviewee) 
 
A significant contrast between the landscaping of luxury and public 
housing names is that the signage for luxury housing are part of the fence that 
marks their boundaries clearly (Figure 5a). They are also frequently located just 





(5b) are usually standalone features in the sense that there are no walls marking 
out where the BTO estate begins and where it ends. Though it may be argued 
that the grassy area (where the sign is located) serves as a form of subtle 
demarcation for the estate, it is a typical feature of all HDB estates that only 
serves to separate the blocks from the pedestrian walkways and roads. With 
reference to Figure 6a, the grassy ‘border’ seen in 5b runs parallel to the roads 
Punggol Central, Sumang Walk, Punggol Field and Punggol Way, and forms a 
border around the two estates Punggol Opal and Punggol Topaz (circled on the 
map). As such, the grass does not serve as a separation of the two neighbouring 
estates, and often it can be unclear where one estate starts and ends. For example, 
it is unclear from the map in Figure 6a if block 257 belongs to Punggol Opal or 
Punggol Topaz. For comparison, the neighbouring ECs, Twin Waterfalls and 
Ecopolitan (circled on the map), are shown in 6b. Most notably, there are dotted 
lines that separate the two EC estates. The demarcation of BTO estates are thus 
less marked and exclusive as compared to that of the condos. 
From Figure 6a, it can also be observed that names like Punggol Opal 
and Punggol Topaz have nothing to do with the roads where they are located. 
These names fall into my category of Design Concept, or to use HDB’s term, 
design features (Table 3). Many of these names, and names from other 
categories, do not correspond to the specific roads that they are situated at, even 
though some like Punggol Opal and Punggol Topaz may be related to the 
district (Punggol in this example). Thus, taken together with the unclear 
boundaries, it is unsurprising to find that all of my interviewees believe that the 











The following excerpt from my interview with Jo and her husband, 
Desmond, illustrates this commonly held opinion by most of my interviewees 
and sheds further light into the complex relationship that individuals may have 
with housing names. 
EXCERPT 1. Jo, female and Desmond (Des), male, interviewed on 24 Jan 
2016. (SL is used as the acronym of interviewer’s name, Shi Ling) 
1 JO; Useless lah. Just let it be lor, let it be. 
2 DES; But it’s not too bad or not too good. It’s just okay lah, if you like  
3  to name it… 
4 JO; You just name it lor. 
5 DES; No difference. 
6 JO; I don’t use it anyway. 
7 DES; Yeah, but I earnestly believed in it at first. The first time I took  
8  a taxi to go back I just, ‘Uncle, Punggol Topaz.’ Then the uncle 
9  told [me] 
10 JO;        [He] 变脸 ((bian lian, had a change in expression)) when  
11  you say that. 
12 DES; ‘Punggol Topaz? 什么 ((shen me, what)) block? Oh, 260B. Next  
13  time just tell me the block!’ Oh:: 
14 JO; Embarrassing leh. 
15 DES; Yeah, that’s the first time. 
16 SL; Okay. Yeah, interesting. So the taxi uncle say 
17 JO; I don’t know how the condos do it leh, you mean the uncle really  
18  knows the condo place meh? 
19 DES; Yeah really, I tell the uncle, last time I just ‘Lakepoint condo.’  
20  ‘Oh.’ 
21 JO; Okay, let’s say if you take from Tampines, you don’t take from  
22  west side, you take from Tampines, they really know Lakepoint  
23  condo meh? 
24 DES; Ay, but they won’t like tell me ‘What block?’ like that lah. 
25 JO; Yeah lah. 
26 DES; They just ‘Oh, which road?’ 
27 JO; Yeah lah, yeah lah. Aiyoh, okay. 
 
As mentioned by Yuen (2005), ongoing social practices can create place 
identities. Names, combined with clear boundaries, would be one of the 
practices that aid in the creation of identities for housing estates because they 
serve as a tactic of distinction to differentiate one estate from the other. While 
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Bucholtz and Hall’s (2005:598) relationality principle and the accompanying 
concept of tactics of intersubjectivity have been theorized as ‘identity as a 
relational phenomenon’ between (groups of) people, it can be extended to 
include relational dimensions between a person and non-sentient things like 
places, especially those that are imbued with an identity; and even between non-
sentient things (in this case, places).  
As can be observed, the lack of functionality as a signifier in the name 
of the HDB estate is illustrated by its use in the interaction with a taxi driver 
(lines 7-13). This is due to the ambiguity of the boundary of Punggol Topaz, 
and where it is exactly located within the Punggol district. Thus, leading to the 
taxi driver asking for the specific block of the flat. With reference to Figure 6a, 
block 260B is one of those ambiguous blocks that are located between Punggol 
Opal and Punggol Topaz. As block numbers do not repeat within the district, 
the number allows the taxi driver to pinpoint the specific area in Punggol that 
Desmond and Jo were heading to. Condos do not face similar problems because 
generally, their estates are marked out clearly together with their names both on 
the maps (Figure 6b) and in reality with a physical fence bordering the estates, 
allowing for easier identification. Moreover, for condos and ECs, roads leading 
into the estates are not shown (Figure 6b) like those in HDB estates (Figure 6a). 
The usual practice is for the car or taxi to alight passengers at a designated drop 
off point near the security guard house (Figure 5a). Therefore, with a name like 
Lakepoint condo, all the taxi driver needed was a road name to lead him to the 
location of the condo (lines 24-26). He did not need a specific block number in 
order to locate it. 
50 
 
Another significant reason is that names for housing estates are 
commonly associated with condos as compared to public housing in Singapore 
(as discussed in section 3.3). Thus, when using an estate name to refer to one’s 
home, the individual draws on the social identity of a condo owner, that is, 
someone who belongs to the upper or upper middle class. From Excerpt 1, the 
interaction between space and language can be seen from the ‘hierarchy’ of 
names—the broadest being the estate names, followed by road names, and the 
most specific being the block numbers. It is acceptable for road names to be 
asked when estate names are provided. However, as shown in lines 17 to 14, 
when the name is not recognized or ‘exposed’ as a HDB estate when block 
numbers were asked, there is embarrassment because the attempt to perform an 
identity from a higher class is denaturalized. Thus, as much as housing estate 
names indexes private housing, block numbers indexes HDB housing. Similar 
sentiments are echoed by other respondents like Gabriel who said, ‘You don’t 
tell people that you stay in Hougang Meadow when it’s not a condo.’ and Ellya 
who said, ‘…when you’re in public housing, and you have that name, it’s a bit 
like a knockoff…everyone knows it’s public housing.’ On a macro level, the 
denaturalization of naming HDB estates simultaneously reinforces the 
legitimacy of the use of names reserved for private housing only and are 
therefore, prestigious. Desmond, in realizing the lack of success in the use of 
such names, has since then revised his opinion on the usefulness of naming 
HDB estates (lines 2 and 7). Thus, it is arguable that the functionality or 
transactional value of names stems from the indexicality of its use and whether 
it successfully serves to authenticate an upper class social identity for the 
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speaker. Foundational to this ideology is the clarity of the spatial relationship 
between name and space. 
5.1.2 Language Ideologies behind Names 
Of particular relevance for this section are the names that fall under the 
categories of Design Concept, Creative Non-English Names, and Colonial Past, 
which demonstrate the attempts at making global connections. These constitute 
about 34% of the data on names at 43, 18, and five out of a total of 195 (Table 
3). These names are highlighted because of interviewees’ sensitivity to the use 
of such names for housing estates. Before delving into my respondents’ reaction 
and rejection of these names, an analysis of the choice of names by housing 
developers is provided for context. Key to the analysis is Bucholtz and Hall’s 
(2005) concept of tactics of intersubjectivity and how it helps in the creation of 
place identity based on the dimensions of relationality that individual spaces 
have with other spaces. 
From the three categories listed above, two methods of linguistic 
connections can be observed. Firstly, by explicitly naming the estate with a 
name that calls to mind a different place in the world is a method used only by 
luxury housing. Examples from this category of names include The Lanai, Pearl 
Island, Belgravia Villas, and The Glyndebourne. These names are appropriated 
from the sixth-largest island of Hawaii (Lanai), a cluster of islands off the coast 
of Panama (Pearl Island), a district in the west of central London noted for its 
expensive residential properties (Belgravia), and one of the great opera houses 
of the world (Glyndebourne). Drawing on a globalized ideology of what are 
considered as desirable icons, housing developers have chosen these locations 
that have come to be indexical of beach front living (or tourism more generally) 
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and/or luxury living. As such, names of beaches or towns in less developed 
countries or predominantly working class areas are shunned. After all, the 
appropriation of such names for housing estates is an attempt to linguistically 
link the concepts of beach front living and/or luxury living from other parts of 
the world to that of the local estates. Following Wee’s (2015) use of basking in 
reflected glory (BIRGing) for organizations, housing names like these are also 
examples of BIRGing even if housing estates are not technically organizations. 
The specific elements that the housing estates are trying to associate themselves 
with is the idea of luxury and tourism rather than an intent to convince 
consumers that the housing is indeed, for example, an island of Hawaii, which 
is blatantly untrue. Due to the affiliations made through names, such a naming 
method provides the estates with the veneer of chicness and stylishness initially 
associated with the original locations (Chan 2007, Wu 2010). As noted by 
Zahirovic-Herbert and Chatterjee (2011), product naming that is indexical of 
prestige and luxury is one of the methods used to create property value, and thus, 
encourage conspicuous consumption. However, as not all luxury companies are 
willing to ‘share’ the value and prestige of their names, there has been a lawsuit 
against a Singapore housing developer to illegitimize their naming of a condo 
as Amanusa, by Amanresorts Ltd, which operates a Balinese luxury resort, 
Amanusa (Tan 2009).  
Such an explicit naming strategy, combined with other spatialization 
processes that will be analyzed in chapter 6, serves to ‘delocalize’ the space of 
the housing estate. Additionally, as seen in some of the naming formulations 
presented here, ‘The X’ or even ‘The X at/@ Y’ evoke luxury hotel names. 
While the names draw on globally desirable locations or the tourism genre, the 
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housing space is not considered globalized, or even glocalized, in the traditional 
sense simply with the use of a foreign place name. However, this naming 
strategy does change the housing space in a way that distinguishes it from 
localness, which can possibly be theorized as a delocalization—where a 
physical location (in this case, a housing estate) is made to feel foreign/‘unlocal’. 
This notion will be revisited and better conceptualized in chapter 6 when the 
accompanying themes of housing estates are analyzed.  
A second method is the use of foreign words in names to connote a more 
global outlook or as Chan (2007) puts it, ‘a certain je ne sais quoi’. This method 
is used by both HDB and private housing developers. Of the 14 names that used 
foreign words in my data, there are two uses of Spanish, four uses Italian, and 
eight uses of French. Such names include Matilda Portico, Bellewoods, 
d’Leedon, and La Fiesta where portico is Italian for ‘walkway’, belle and d’ is 
French for ‘beautiful’ and ‘of/for’, and la fiesta is Spanish for ‘party’. While 
portico is considered an English word by some, in the Singapore context, it is 
perceived as foreign and unique, and thus, it becomes an issue that has drawn 
media attention so as to explain its meaning to Singaporeans (see Chin 2013). 
Unfortunately, the line between the use of foreign words and coined words is 
unclear due to differing standards for grammatical accuracy by the governing 
body, Street and Building Names Board (SBNB), where French le and la are 
upheld while de’ and d’ prepositions are not (Chan 2007). This has led to 
ungrammatical French names like d’Leedon and d’Nest, which are classified as 
coined words, or as I termed them, creative non-English names. The lack of 
concern regarding grammatical accuracy (for French names especially), and the 
portmanteaus of different languages within a name, demonstrates the 
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commodification of these languages for the purpose of promotion and 
consumerism. Similar to Seaton’s (2001) observation that English is used for 
image creation of Japanese products, the European languages of French, Italian, 
and Spanish are used rather equally to create a classy and sophisticated image 
for the housing estates, in the sense that Singaporeans do not generally 
distinguish the prestige level of these languages (Rahman 2016). The use of 
European languages is, in using Bucholtz and Hall’s (2005) concept, a tactic of 
authentication for the stylish place identity of the housing estate. As argued by 
Williamson (1978:86), the incorporation of foreign languages references 
‘particular worlds’ where the two meanings carried by the word—the actual 
meaning and what it indexes, are merged. In the abovementioned two naming 
strategies used by HDB and private housing developers, both are arguably 
‘invok[ing] certain areas of ‘reality’ besides carrying a direct message’ 
(Williamson 1978:86).  
Both methods of naming make use of stereotypical images/impressions 
of nationalities and their languages to imbue housing estates with the developers’ 
desired creation of place identity. Overall, such a top down approach to either 
associate housing estates with famous places in the world or imbue the estates 
with a positive image using a foreign language indexical of it, is scorned by my 
interviewees. I argue that my respondents’ perspectives on the abovementioned 
naming practices are largely negative due precisely, and ironically, to their 
global outlook and language ideologies formed by the government’s language 
policies. For example, one of my respondents, Ellya, who identifies herself as a 
global citizen, has the following to say about the semiotic connections that 
luxury housing estates draw (Excerpt 2). 
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EXCERPT 2. Ellya, female, interviewed on 14 March 2016. 
1 ELLYA; I think it’s really pretentious. I don’t really like it. I mean, it’s  
2  like, first of all, when you look at the condo names, they’re  
3  just like running out of names and when you look at the old  
4  names, I just find it very interesting they name themselves  
5  after like really ostentatious places in Europe like, they will  
6  like #le #jardin [lɛ dʒədɑn] was one of them. Then there was  
7  another which was, was it Bel Air or something and the  
8  funniest one I saw was the Bastille and I was like, that’s a  
9  prison. Why would you name your estate after a prison? 
10 SL; That’s the condos right? 
11 ELLYA; Yes. And I don’t get that and then I was like okay, and then I  
12  was like, the Beverly, that’s like the newest one, one of the  
13  recent ones or something like that. I’m just like why would I,  
14  why would you want, if you really want so badly to live in  
15  Beverly Hills then maybe you should move there instead of  
16  buying some condo in nondescript Singapore and say ‘oh yes  
17  I live in the Beverly’. It just doesn’t make any sense. 
 
In lines 4-8, she performs her global citizenship by demonstrating her 
knowledge of grand places in Europe and the United States of America through 
linking the names of housing estates to such places. For example, in line 8, she 
shows that even if the estate uses a French name like Bastille, she is aware that 
it is the name of a prison. And it is precisely her knowledge of the referenced 
location, which may have been unknown to the housing developer, that led to 
her disbelief and rejection of the French name (lines 8-9). In employing this 
tactic of denaturalization, she highlights the mismatch in meaning of the two 
spaces and this, in turn, helps to authenticate her performance of a global 
identity. Moreover, when she pronounces the French names, she produces the 
French pronunciation smoothly as shown by the phonetic transcription of the 
French name in line 6, rather than fumbles over the sounds or produces the 
words with an English pronunciation. It should be noted that due to Ellya’s 
pronunciation, I was unable to provide the English transcribed equivalent of the 
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place name, and thus, ‘le jardin’ is an approximation. Nevertheless, the point 
here is that she used what she believes to be French pronunciation in saying 
French names as compared to saying them with an English pronunciation. In 
addition, she does not see the point of borrowing the prestige of names like 
Beverly Hills when the location is in ‘nondescript Singapore’—a jarring contrast 
based on her description because spatially, the two places do not have the same 
level of status (lines 14-17). Here, unlike her earlier deconstruction of the 
meaning of Bastille, she perceives this name as a metadiscursive signifier of 
luxury, and recognizes that it is intertextually connected to the real Beverly Hills. 
In this denaturalization, Ellya downplays the prestige of naming housing spaces 
through borrowings by re-localizing (the opposite of the delocalization that 
housing developers are attempting to achieve) the space in Singapore. 
Even with respondents who did not state explicitly that they identify as 
global citizens, most of them are critical of faux French names and denaturalize 
their use by describing the names as ostentatious and contrived. The fact that 
they are identified as fake French is telling of their knowledge of what French 
is, regardless of whether they speak the language or not. For example, Josephine 
mentions that there are grammatical errors in such names, which make them 
worse. Thus, by questioning the authenticity of the use of the French language 
for names of housing estates located in Singapore, and the names of other 
famous locales in housing names, the developers’ efforts in attempting to use 
such names to create a classier or luxury place identity are denaturalized. The 
BIRGing tactic is not as well received for names of housing estates as compared 
to other consumer products or for organizations in Wee’s (2015) study. 
Underlying the failure of semiotic associations is a complex combination of 
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language ideologies and consumerism that leads to differing valuation of 
housing estates to some extent. This is shown in Excerpt 3 taken from an 
interview with Ivy and her husband, Goh, where they discuss the names of 
condos, and their impact on their decision for condo purchase. 
EXCERPT 3. Ivy, female, Goh, male, interviewed on 15 January 2016. 
1 GOH; I think it would play a very small part for me, the name of the  
2  condo. 
3 IVY; A small part but I think initially when we were looking through  
4  the classifieds right, we see Cherryhill as like oh my. And this it  
5  sounded quite cheena ((backward or old-fashioned Chinese;  
6  negative quality)), and Cherryhill used to be pink. It was 
7  horrible so we don’t, I don’t know, at least I didn’t pay so much  
8  attention to, like pink blocks right? 
9 SL; Okay. Yeah. 
10 IVY; Yeah, so but, yeah, when we were, we scouted around for about  
11  a year lah. So when we saw, because it was okay, I mean they  
12  put it down as the, you know, the land was actually quite  
13  spacious so we decided to just come and take a look. 
14 SL; Even though your first impression, that cheena sounding name  
15  and pink [block] 
16 IVY;                [Not], not, yeah. Not a very big factor but I had that  
17  thought. 
18 SL; Why is a cheena sounding name not good? 
19 IVY; I don’t know. I mean if it’s something more angmoh-fied  
20  ((English)), maybe it sounds better at least, or when you write  
21  down your address, it might look more appealing lah. But of  
22  course, the recent years you have those like funny Frenchy,  
23  those words that you can’t pronounce, you know, those condos  
24  ah, those I also think it’s quite funny lah, because of the cab  
25  drivers, you know, they ca:n’t. So something that’s more  
26  angmoh((English))-sounding, like the Anchorage, or Bartley  
27  Ridge, what else? Kovan Melody, sounds a bit tacky but yeah,  
28  that’s okay. 
29 GOH; That sounds cheena. 
30 IVY; Yeah because of the melody you see. 
31 GOH; Yeah. 
32  […] 
33 GOH; Actually yeah, going back to what you were saying about the  
34  road names, I guess whilst it doesn’t really bother me, there is  
35  a perception that a more anglofied name means a more uppity 
36  address. So that is true, so for example, if I hear some of the 
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37  names from Serangoon Gardens, Blandford Drive or  
38  something like that then you can’t go wrong, must be quite an  
39  expensive property. Or some of the names from Holland  
40  Village right? Yeah, versus some Lorong Ong Lye or Lorong  
41  Lew Lian. 
42 SL; So in terms of housing estates it’ll be the same? 
43 GOH; Yeah, I guess so. 
 
 As can be seen from lines 22-25, the reason provided for the rejection of 
faux French names (‘funny Frenchy’) is that the general populace, especially 
the taxi drivers, is not able to pronounce them. Taken together with comments 
from other interviewees who said that these French names are pretentious, and 
are grammatically incorrect, the language choice did not work precisely because 
the developers reached their targeted globalized consumers. Unlike in Seaton’s 
(2001) study, the Singaporeans I interviewed, being highly conscious of their 
own ability to speak a language or not, reject faux French. The dominant 
language ideology where a language, if spoken, should be spoken correctly 
(with a French pronunciation), underlies this contempt of incorrect French. The 
linguistic normativism of my interviewees stems from the prescriptivist 
approach that the Singapore’s government has taken in language planning and 
policy. For example, the Speak Good English Movement was started to 
encourage Singaporeans to speak standard ‘good’ English because of the belief 
that speaking Singlish would impede learning of ‘good’ English (Stroud & Wee 
2007). The reinforcement of linguistic normativism from the bottom-up, similar 
to Heyd’s (2014) study on photo blogs, is more obvious when compared to their 
silence on the other European languages used. Considering the high frequency 
of French used in names (eight as compared to a mere handful of Italian and 
Spanish in my data), and the grammatical errors due to lax regulations for 
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French by the SBNB, it is the only foreign language picked upon by all my 
interviewees who brought up negative examples.  
 As seen in lines 4-6 and 27-29 in Excerpt 3, other than the rejection of 
faux French, names that sound ‘cheena’ are viewed with distaste too. ‘Cheena’ 
is a Singlish word that is usually used as a derogatory gradable adjective for 
‘things and attitudes which are seen by the speaker as excessively Chinese in an 
old-fashioned way’ (Wierzbicka 2003:356). As further explicated by Wee 
(2006), ‘cheena’ originated from the commonly used derogatory term, ‘cheena-
gerk’, by the Peranakans (mixed Chinese-Malay heritage) in the 1800s to the 
1950s to describe new immigrant Chinese. He observes that ‘cheena’ is an 
evolving term that distinguishes what is perceived as backward and old-
fashioned from the modern. While in the past, ‘cheena’ may have been used to 
refer to immigrant Chinese, it has evolved to include Chinese Singaporeans who 
are considered less modern or hip and cling to the old/traditional ways of the 
Chinese. In lines 6-8, it is also clear that due to the ‘cheena’ association, Ivy and 
Goh immediately rejected the condo. It was only after a year of unproductive 
search, that they went back and gave Cherryhill a chance (lines 10-13). 
Interestingly, the names themselves are neither Mandarin nor a romanization of 
Mandarin characters. What was perceived negatively as Chinese are the English 
words ‘cherry’ and ‘melody’. Based on a follow-up interview with Ivy, she 
describes these words as ‘cheena’ because ‘cherry’ is strongly associated with 
cherry blossoms (pink/red flowers frequently seen during Chinese New Year) 
while ‘melody’ is frequently used as a female name for Chinese nationals. Such 
names are thus, dismissed as tacky and old-fashioned.  
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In terms of identity construction then, although both Ivy and Goh are 
ethnically Chinese, when describing such names as ‘cheena’, they are not 
rejecting their own Chinese-ness or even localness. For instance, in a different 
part of the interview, Ivy acknowledges her localness, and this can be observed 
from her more liberal use of Singlish words like ‘cheena’, ‘angmoh’, and ‘lah’ 
(lines 5, 11, 19, 21, 24, and 26) while highlighting that Goh speaks more 
standard English, and is thus, more Western in orientation. Therefore, they are 
drawing on the Singapore specific language ideology of actively othering old-
fashioned and backward Chineseness that may be connected to China. This 
construction of unsophistication does not only include people from China but 
also Chinese Singaporeans who cling to traditional Chinese ways. In using the 
tactic of distinction to point out the ‘cheena’ names and foregrounding their 
reluctance to buy an apartment in Cherryhill, Ivy and Goh ensure that they are 
not associated with the wrong social identity of being ‘cheena’ themselves. 
Moreover, as they are still quick to point out their reluctance due to the name 
during our interview, it can be observed that they still perceive Cherryhill as 
‘cheena’. This is perhaps symptomatic of the fear of being seen as backward in 
the face of rapid economic development in Singapore as well as being mistaken 
as an immigrant Chinese (or aligning with them) with the increasing number of 
Chinese migrants in Singapore, especially in the last couple of decades (Yeoh 
& Lin 2013). 
Similar to words with ‘cheena’ association, romanization of Chinese 
dialects for names in lines 40-41 are perceived as being cheaper in value as well. 
In relation to the strong association that English has with material wealth, as 
discussed in the introduction of chapter 3, such evaluations are hardly surprising 
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as Mandarin and Chinese dialects become indexical of the working class and/or 
those who are not perceived as elites (Stroud & Wee 2007). It is notable that 
though names from Chinese dialects are also considered cheaper in value, they 
are not ‘cheena’. This affirms my earlier comment that ‘cheena’ is distinct from 
localness. The cheaper valuation of dialect names is due to the language policy 
of associating mother tongues like Mandarin to Singaporeans’ Asian heritage 
and English to a global language (Stroud and Wee 2007). Accordingly, 
‘anglofied’ or ‘angmoh-sounding’ names (essentially names in the Colonial 
Past category) are given higher values where they signify expensive properties 
(lines 19-21, 25-27 and 35-40). However, it is interesting that Goh brought up 
Serangoon Gardens and Holland Village (lines 37 and 39-40) as examples of 
anglofied names that translate to expensive properties. This is because 
Serangoon is not an English word (its etymology is uncertain though it may 
have partially been Malay; see ‘Serangoon MRT station’ 2016) and Holland 
Village is an area which comprises of Malay road names like Lorong Mambong 
and Lorong Liput. This demonstrates that the indexicality of place names do not 
always match up with the etymology of the words. Thus, the indexicality of 
these names for Westernness is stronger than the actual lack of English used in 
the names, which is similar to the previously discussed ‘cheena’ English words. 
Overall, the indexicality of the words overrides linguistic choices. However, it 
should be noted that these names did not ultimately affect my respondents’ 
purchase of their luxury homes as, according to Ivy and Goh, names only play 
a small part in the decision making process. The general insignificance of names 




5.2 Community Bonding through Housing Names 
Although housing names do not play a significant role in my 
interviewees’ decision making process during house hunting, as mentioned in 
section 3.1 and 3.3, HDB’s intention of naming their estates relates to the 
building of a communal identity and the cultivation of the ‘kampong spirit’ 
among neighbours. In this section, the extent that housing names become 
accepted as a part of the owner’s identity and their role in community building 
are examined.  
5.2.1 Distancing Self from Housing Names 
 In general, my respondents explicitly distance themselves from the use 
of housing names as a personal identifier. This is most clearly shown in my 
interview with Enrique who was talking about how he introduces himself to his 
neighbours (Excerpt 4). I started this segment of the discussion due to Chin’s 
(2013) report that some residents of the BTO estate, Punggol Spectra, have 
appropriated the name for self-identification as Spectrans. 
EXCERPT 4. Enrique, male, interviewed on 1 February 2016. 
1 SL; In terms of the names then for the estate, does it actually  
2  translate into how you all identify yourselves? Like if you 
3  all are like in Punggol Sails, you all call yourselves, I don’t 
4  know, like Sailors or something? 
5 ENRIQUE; I think there were a few neighbours who tried, but the  
6  names didn’t really take off because it, that identification 
7  was more as residents in Punggol Sails? Perhaps maybe  
8  it’s because it’s, our approach is a little bit more practical  
9  in that we don’t identify ourselves as like Punggol Sailors,  
10  as much as we identify ourselves as neighbours who are  
11  living in that area. 
12 SL; I see, okay. 
13 ENRIQUE; So there were a few names that came up like Sailors, Sailor  
14  Moons. Those didn’t really take off because, probably due 
15  to preference but when we refer to ourselves, we would  
16  just refer to ourselves as neighbours who live in the same  
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17  block or someone who lives in Block 207C for example. 
18 SL; Ah okay. 
19 ENRIQUE; Not so much as ‘oh, we are Sailors and he lives, he’s a  
20  sailor in Block 207D’ or something like that. Yes. 
 
Enrique rejected the use of Punggol Sails as part of his self-identity (lines 6-9 
and 19-20) as he identifies himself more as a neighbor who happen to be living 
within Punggol Sails (lines 10-11). His use of ‘we’ refers to his family and 
neighbours whom he knows. He further positions himself as simply a neighbor 
or someone who lives in a specific block (lines 16-17). Enrique uses the tactic 
of distinction to differentiate himself (and his family and friends) from others 
who may use housing names as personal identifiers by foregrounding the 
impracticality of such a practice (line 8). This is supported by his view that 
housing names are arbitrary and confusing in another part of the interview. Such 
an explanation removes himself from the name because he cannot identify 
himself in/with it. Enrique is not the only interviewee who felt this way. All my 
respondents had similar sentiments with regards to the use of the names as 
personal identifiers due to their stances against housing names.  
Nevertheless, the housing name itself irrefutably identifies the estate due 
to the top down naming process and thus, forces residents to decide on the 
degree of relationality and pick a stance. Overall, as shown through the four 
interview excerpts thus far, my interviewees orient themselves oppositionally 
against the names in order to create their various social identities (as global, 
local, practical, etc.). In theorizing how identity emerges from the relational 
dimension (Bucholtz & Hall 2005), especially with the spatial turn in examining 
spatialization processes which provide place identities, it can be argued that 
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people do relate to non-sentient things like places in different ways in order to 
construct particular identities. 
5.2.2 Online Demarcation of Housing Estates 
Despite my interviewees’ negative reactions to names, a number of them 
expressed the opinion that the names are helpful in creating a sense of (a loose-
knit) community in the online platform (highlighted in section 3.1). As 
mentioned by Enrique, ‘…scrolling through the forums, it’s easier to identify 
your neighbours…[and] where your neighbours are congregating…’ Similarly, 
as reported by Chin (2013), Mr Sam was cited as saying, ‘The name is easier to 
search for online than, say, block numbers and roads. It makes it easier to find 
fellow residents, and for us to help one another out.’ As shown, the names of 
estates provide clear boundaries in cyberspace for online citizens to find and 
connect with their real world neighbours easily. These are online spaces that are 
linguistically carved out and localized based on the names of housing estates, 
and yet, within the online world, such spaces are neither homes nor organized 
in any way similar to their physical reality. Thus, these online spaces are 
conceptually more similar to that of a community or forum rather than actual 
housing estates. Samples of one of the forums for the Punggol district and one 





FIGURE 7. Screenshots of online community pages. (a. Image from 
http://www.punggol.org/forum/; b. Image from http://www.facebook.com) 
 
In Figure 7a, each row in the screenshot, referred to as a thread, is headed 
by the name of the housing estate with the exception of the generic title ‘Condo 
living @ punggol’, which is then subcategorized into other threads. 7b shows 





meaning that only the administrative members of the group have the power to 
authorize access and membership to others who want to view and post in the 
group. The column on the right of 7b has a description that states that only 
residents of Twin Waterfalls can gain access, and as proof of one’s status as a 
resident, those who want to be members need to provide their name, block, and 
unit number to one of the administrators for verification purposes. In such cases, 
online membership is authenticated strictly by real life ownership of a unit in 
the respective housing estate.  
Membership in the forums like that in Figure 7a is more relaxed in the 
sense that anyone can sign up for an account with the forum to access any of the 
threads without a need to show proof of membership like those located in 
Facebook. It should be noted that there are forums like 7a for condos, and 
Facebook closed groups for BTOs as well. Between the two, Facebook seems 
to be a more popular platform for the creation of such online neighbourhoods 
as a quick search by names threw up many closed groups. This is unsurprising 
since Facebook’s settings allow for a stricter control of membership in order to 
keep advertisers out should the administrators choose. For example, on the right 
column of 7b, suppliers for housing renovations are told to message one of the 
administrators before they are granted access to advertise to the online 
neighbourhood. This phenomenon is not necessarily only restricted to the newer 
estates that have names. Older nameless HDB estates like Clementi Blk 316 and 
Bukit Batok Blk 206, which go by their location and block numbers, do have an 
online presence though in a slightly different way. These appear mostly as 
Facebook pages rather than Facebook groups, with those listed as groups having 
much fewer members (less than 20 as compared to the hundreds for those using 
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names). In explaining the difference between these two, Hicks (2010) wrote that 
Facebook pages are like personal Facebook profile pages but for public figures 
and organizations to announce updates. These are visible to all by default and 
anyone could connect to them. On the other hand, Facebook groups are places 
‘for small group communication and for people to share their common interests 
and express their opinion’ and thus, privacy settings can be configured 
accordingly (see Hicks 2010 for more information). Of interest to my study is 
the ability to interact and build a semblance of community online that is afforded 
by Facebook groups rather than that of Facebook pages.  
It is unsurprising then that all the respondents who bought new housing 
units have stated that there are online forums and Facebook groups that are 
named after the housing estates. Such a proliferation of online neighbourhoods 
is enabled by the connectivity afforded by technology and the naming of 
housing estates. Moreover, these online neighbourhoods and gatherings of 
neighbours start even before the physical housing estates are built. This is 
enabled by the internet, which allows for the compression of time and space, in 
this phenomenon of localizing a slice of its space through the LL constructed 
from the computer mediated interactions of future neighbours. However, unlike 
current studies on LL (see Ben-Rafael & Ben-Rafael 2015, Blommaert & Maly 
2014, Jaworski & Yeung 2010, etc.), this manifestation of LL is not located in 
the material world, and can be conceived of as a pre-materialized LL instead 
because it begins before the construction of the physical location and LL.  
The names of the estates serve as an identifier for the future residential 
location of these families, and allow future neighbours to ‘find’ each other and 
get together as a loose-knit community in cyberspace for practical information 
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on their housing. This can be discerned from Gabriel’s description of his 
experience in joining one of these Facebook groups for information on his new 
BTO flat. 
EXCERPT 5. Gabriel, male, interviewed on 17 September 2015. 
1 GABRIEL; Right now, Hougang Meadows has a Facebook group. So  
2  there are other people who would take picture everyday on 
3  the progress of the building. I’m inside but my fiancée is 
4  totally not interested. And I have to, when I join the group 
5  right, they said that they needed my confirmation slip in 
6  order to be part of the group so I think ‘serious man’ @@ 
7  So I’m in there and I just see people who are overly  
8  excited,they want to meet for barbeque and I can’t. I, that’s  
9  my boundary @@ Yah, go for swimming, go for, em, I  
10  find that, but there are people who share some news like  
11  ‘oh we have a new, now we have started painting’. 
12 SL; So in that sense like do you find that the name in that sense  
13  actually help to draw the residents together? To identify  
14  themselves [as] 
15 GABRIEL;                    [Yah] maybe there’s a, there’s some form of  
16  identity here. Because we, it’s like a badge you know? It’s  
17  like a badge ah, of people who went for this and all came 
18  together and converse over Facebook. That would be why  
19  I would converse with them. 
 
From Excerpt 5 lines 4-6, Gabriel’s explanation of his process of joining 
Hougang Meadows’ closed Facebook group is similar to the one described on 
the Twin Waterfalls’ page. As his purpose of joining the group is to be kept 
updated on the progress of the construction of the BTO, the enthusiasm of 
meeting up with other residents of Hougang Meadows is not present (lines 7-9). 
This attitude is shared among my interviewees who are unwilling to extend the 
online interaction to one that is physical. As reported by Lokajaya (2016), this 
could be due to the changing definition of ‘kampong spirit’ because the post-
kampong generation do not understand what it is, and thus, do not identify with 
it. Furthermore, with the internet, these younger generations possibly define 
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‘neighbourhood’ and ‘community’ differently (i.e. unrestricted by a physical 
location).  
Possibly adding to this evolution of the ‘kampong spirit’ is the rise of 
the neoliberal attitude, which places the self first. Many interviewees noted that 
these online spaces are most active prior to the completion of the construction 
of the housing estates because they enjoy a couple of significant benefits. First, 
they get updated on the progress of their housing construction without needing 
to physically visit the site themselves. Second, greater discounts for renovations 
and furnishings can be sought when more people are on board in purchasing 
them. While the value of mutual interdependence is observable, rather than the 
traditional notion of community-oriented ‘kampong spirit’, it is more self-
oriented now. The online community allows for an illusion of maintaining an 
‘open door policy’, where communication is open among all residents. In truth, 
it enables people/residents to be selective of what, when, and how they want to 
participate in the community in ways that best benefit themselves. Nevertheless, 
it should be noted that there are some residents who are willing to go beyond 
being ‘friends of convenience’ to building stronger ties. For example, Gabriel’s 
neighbours who were arranging for physical gatherings over a barbeque or a 
swim (lines 7-9) to extend and strengthen their neighbourly relationships. In the 
same vein, Desmond stated that there are also those who post messages in these 
online platforms for more selfless reasons like warnings regarding a crime that 
occurred in the neighbourhood. All in all though, whether residents are active 
or inactive in these online platforms for their housing estates, their degree of 
participation is based on personal interest. For example, as reported by Lokajaya 
(2016), Mr Moh Hon Meng, who founded a couple of neighbourhood websites 
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to help strengthen neighbourhood community ties, realized that residents are 
more interested in finding others with the same interests as themselves so as to 
bond over similarities as compared to getting to know random neighbours (who 
may not necessarily have similar interests). 
Overall, these online interactions make up a pre-materialized LL and 
provide the housing estate with a sense of place identity for each of the 
participants (future residents) prior to their physical relocation to the estate. The 
discursive and visual construction or re-creation of the housing estate online 
localizes the online space (within the Facebook group or forum threads) and 
provides the spaces with distinct local identities; becoming a part of the scopic 
regime (see Jaworski & Thurlow 2010 and Jay 1998) that shapes the way that 
future residents view their completed housing estates (e.g. lively, friendly, warm, 
utilitarian, etc.). Complementing this online process is the practice of designing 





CHAPTER 6: THEMES OF HOUSING ESTATES 
 In the top down spatialization of housing, naming of housing estates is 
not the only method used. In shaping people's perception of the housing estates, 
the ads’ scopic regimes (Jaworski & Thurlow 2010, Jay 1998) make use of a 
variety of semiotic resources indexical of certain lifestyles to spatialize housing. 
This chapter examines the semiotic resources used in all the ads collected to 
construct the place identities for luxury housing estates as luxurious and 
desirable (as per global ideals) and public housing estates as local. As briefly 
introduced in the previous section 5.1.2, the concept of delocalization will be 
dealt with in more depth here due to the influence of what is considered 
desirable globally on housing themes, especially those indexical of luxury. Key 
to the process of delocalizing spaces are Bucholtz and Hall’s (2005) indexicality 
and relationality principles. Moreover, as ads are meaning generating units, they 
serve to shape people’s perceptions of the identities of housing estates as a form 
of pre-materialized LL.  
Additionally, as mentioned earlier at the end of section 3.2, HDB flats 
are commonly known as the heartlands due to the perceived localness of 
Singaporeans living there while cosmopolitans are associated with luxury 
housing. The interview data that will be used for this chapter is drawn from the 
portion where my respondents discuss their opinions on the heartlander and 
cosmopolitan dichotomy. With the inclusion of my respondents’ perceptions of 
their housing identities, and how it may represent their own identities in relation 
to the local-global divide, it takes into account the ‘from below’ perspective and 
the spatial repertoire of the spaces in discussion (Mathews & Vega 2012, 
Pennycook & Otsuji 2014). This enables a comparison between interviewees’ 
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everyday lived experiences and the scopic regimes presented in the ads to 
uncover their uptake and responses. 
6.1 Delocalizing Housing Spaces 
From my data, the scopic regimes of housing ads are spatialized through 
overt and covert ad discourse. The former is similar to the naming practice that 
appropriates the name of a famous locale for the name of the estate. This 
spatialization process directly and explicitly connects housing estates to that of 
famous locations around the world, and makes use of international brands to 
index a global place identity. Covert ad discourse appropriates pseudo-tourism 
discourse to spatialize housing estates, likening them to hotels or resorts, which 
implies a mobile tourist lifestyle. Naturally, this is due to the fact that foreigners 
are part of the target consumers for such housing. However, as noted at the end 
of section 4.2, foreigners only make up 6.5% of the total consumer market and 
thus, the ads are also used to attract many locals. Both of these spatialization 
processes work to delocalize housing estates, providing the space with a global 
(used here to mean non-local) sense of identity. Admittedly, my use of global 
to describe the identity of housing estates is problematic because housing estates 
themselves are not considered globalized in the ways that researchers like 
Coupland (2003) and Blommaert (2003) had theorized (see section 2.1). A 
significant factor is that housing is immobile unlike people, and thus, cannot 
travel or be disembedded from the local and reembedded in foreign locations. 
However, as I will show in the following analysis, the spatialization processes 
used on these housing spaces draw on similarities with globally recognizable 
and desirable places in order to differentiate the look and feel (or identity) of 
the housing estate from a typical Singaporean housing landscape. With the 
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deliberate (re-)creation of particular identities for these estates, there is a 
delocalization that is based on global ideals. Thus, it is not quite appropriate to 
describe the identity of housing as global because I am not implying that 
housing is mobile/well-travelled. Instead, the identities of these housing spaces 
are constructed with an amalgamation of globally desirable ideologies. As such, 
in order to distinguish this from globalization, I believe that delocalization (or 
delocalized identity) is a more accurate term. 
6.1.1 Delocalizing Luxury Housing 
 Luxury housing estates delocalize themselves by making connections 
through explicitly comparing itself to the rest of the world, using international 
models and brand names, and likening itself to famous locations and/or iconic 
buildings in the world. However, the global ideologies presented in such ads are 
drawn narrowly from Westernization and elitism/luxury. Public housing ads, on 
the other hand, make use of local models, and often describe the local 
neighbourhood shops that are available for the residents.  
Unlike public housing, there are luxury housing ads that delocalize the 
estates by using captions and descriptions that strategically position the housing 
estate as part of the world as in Example 1. 
(1) a. I’ve been around the globe but this is the centre of my world (Alex 
Residences, condo) 
b. …look down upon the world at your feet from your position on high 
(Echelon, condo) 
c. Your world without borders (eCo, condo) 
d. Of all the horizons there are, this one is the finest (Stratum, condo) 
e. The world’s most desirable address (Pearl Island, landed property) 
 
1a plays up the image of the resident as a frequent traveler with the home as a 
nexus. In 1b-c, the descriptions cast the house as providing access to the rest of 
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the world, while in 1d-e, the view afforded by the condo and the address of 
Pearl Island are deemed as the best when compared to those found in other parts 
of the world. Furthermore, some of these luxury housing ads contain explicit 
declarations of providing ‘cosmopolitan living/lifestyles’ as well. 
 On top of these descriptions, in luxury housing ads, there are also 
frequent mentions of ‘world class’ dining and shopping experiences in 
Singapore as in example 2a below. The easy access to world renowned 
establishments provided by the housing estates associates these estates with a 
larger and more non-local space, which cosmopolitans or aspiring 
cosmopolitans will find desirable in a home. 
(2) a. From Michelin-starred restaurants and renowned labels to world-
class performances… (V on Shenton, condo) 
b. …an ‘Adventure Hill’ inspired by the Shire, the land of the hobbits 
in the Lord of the Rings movie trilogy. Hence, the ‘Adventure Hill’ 
will resemble a Hobbiton enclave, featuring a giant hillock with 
slides and burrows… (Lake Life, EC) 
c. Complete European kitchen appliances…from international brands 
Bravat, Hansgrohe and Smeg for all kitchens… (Sant Ritz, condo) 
d. Mr. Toyo Ito has designed landmarks all over the world, from the 
Taichung Metropolitan Opera House in Taiwan, to the … TOD’s 
Omotesando Building in Japan, to Vivocity and Belle Vue 
Residences in Singapore (The Crest, condo) 
 
2b-c are also typical methods of spatializing the housing estate to appeal to the 
more cosmopolitan group, where international brands from movies like Lord of 
the Rings and European kitchen appliances are installed into the housing units 
or estates. This assumes the discerning taste of residents/consumers who know 
which international brands are of high quality. The use of selected international 
brands in housing provides it with a slice of class and sophistication that is 
indexical of a cosmopolitan and non-local identity. 2d functions rather similarly 
though in a slightly different way. Rather than boast the availability of famous 
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establishments and brands, it lists the international accomplishments of the 
architect, Mr. Toyo Ito, of the housing estate. Other ads employ the same 
strategy by listing the international awards won by the housing estates. 
Examples of these awards are the FIABCI Prix d’Excellence Award and the 
International Architecture Award. Such awards and international 
accomplishments of the architects imbue the housing estates with an elite 
identity, as in, these housing estates are internationally recognized and desirable. 
Such descriptions are not found in public housing ads. 
At this point, Bourdieu’s (1984) theory on taste would prove useful in 
explaining the use of resources that are considered to be globally attractive and 
luxurious to delocalize housing spaces in the pre-materialize LL of ads. As 
Schulz (2006) explains, unlike Veblen’s (1925) theory on conspicuous 
consumption, which states that there is a direct positive relationship between 
one’s status and the conspicuousness of the expensive goods and services 
consumed, Bourdieu’s theory presents them in an indirect relationship. This 
means that there is a need to ‘choose the right kinds of objects and ‘appropriate’ 
them in the right kinds of ways’ (Schulz 2006:58). In this understanding, taste 
is perceived as ‘socially instilled and hierarchically ranked’ (Stroud & 
Mpendukana 2009:383), and so conspicuous consumption is not sufficient for 
gaining status, and in fact, may even lead to one being criticized as vulgar 
(Schulz 2006). As such, the brands, awards, and even landmarks selected in 
these luxury housing ads so as to accomplish the tactic of adequation (see 
Bucholtz & Hall 2005) are those which are considered tasteful (having won 
international acclaim) and not simply expensive.  
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 The use of foreign models as representations of housing residents is 
another spatialization process that creates a delocalized identity for housing 
(Figure 8a). In public housing ads, Singaporeans from the local ethnic groups 
of Chinese, Malay or Indian are used as model residents instead (Figure 8b). 
  
FIGURE 8. Model residents in housing ads. (a. Riverbay, condo; b. Angsana 
Breeze, BTO) 
 
As mentioned earlier, a practical reason why this difference exist is due to the 
housing policy that disallows foreigners from buying HDB flats (ECs can be 
bought by foreigners after the first ten years). However, it does not account for 
why models in luxury housing ads are predominantly Caucasians when 
Singaporeans and foreigners of other ethnicities (e.g. Chinese and Indians) 
purchase and live in luxury housing as well, especially when Caucasians make 
up less than 50% of total foreign buyers (Tay 2016). As mentioned by Hiramoto 
and Teo (2015), such images of Westerners are indexical of prestige and status, 
and thus, commonly used as a resource to spatialize housing estates as luxurious. 
 In creating a delocalized identity for housing, the tactic of adequation is 
also used to draw similarities between luxury housing estates and famous places 




(3) a. …park-like luxury living in the heart of the city, reminiscent of 
prized real estate developments around London’s Hyde Park and 
New York’s Central Park (Marina One Residences, condo) 
b. The one address in an instantly recognizable location in every global 
city. Like The Peak, Hong Kong. Roppongi Hills, Tokyo. KLCC 
Park, Kuala Lumpur. The Bund, Shanghai. Central Park, New York. 
Hyde Park, London. (TwentyOne Angullia Park, condo) 
 
As can be observed in 3a, the notion of living near a park in the Marina Bay 
district in Singapore is likened to that of living in Hyde Park and Central Park 
in London and New York respectively. These places also pop up in 3b when the 
address of TwentyOne Angullia Park is said to be as recognizable as them and 
those in expensive neighbourhoods of Hong Kong, Tokyo, Kuala Lumpur and 
Shanghai. In foregrounding similarities with other luxurious locations, ads not 
only draw on Western locations but Asian ones as well. Thus, in the pre-
materialized LL of ads, delocalization takes place in order to make the (names 
of) housing estates as indexical of luxury as the other globally recognized places. 
Two of these ads drew similar connections visually as well (Figure 9).  
 In Figure 9a, out of the collage of six photographs, two are scenes from 
other countries. The words on the top right photograph states ‘Hues over the 
Manhattan skyline’ while the words on the middle left photograph states 
‘Cocktails at a rooftop bar, Bangkok’. These two images are mixed in with three 
other scenes found in Singapore with the main (and largest) image as that of the 











The ad in Figure 9a is not quite suggesting that the housing estate provides such 
views. Rather, it attempts to associate the housing with well-travelled residents 
through the implication that all these scenes are familiar and desirable to them.  
As for Figure 9b, the exact address of the three buildings are located in small 
font below the words ‘Attitude. Altitude. Altez’. They are, ‘30 St Mary Axe 
(Gherkin), London’, ‘Burj Khalifa, Dubai’ and ‘Singapore’ respectively. It is 
notable that both the Gherkin and the Burj Khalifa are not named Attitude and 
Altitude, nor are they developed and constructed by the same organization as 
Altez. Yet, these three buildings are pictured together and semiotically linked 
through the alliteration of ‘Attitude. Altitude. Altez’. Moreover, there is a 
further connection when the description in the ad states that Altez is ‘one of the 
20 tallest residential buildings in the world’. By placing these elements together 
in the ad, each of these buildings are delocalized such that the housing estate 
can then be positioned as on par with internationally recognizable 
buildings/landmarks. 
 Public housing ads do not engage in such spatialization processes that 
delocalize housing, and instead make use of local elements that firmly situate 
BTO flats in the Singaporean neighbourhood (Figure 10). As shown below, 
photographs of commercial and recreational establishments found near the BTO 
estates are often found in BTO ads. These are neighbourhood/local brands and 
scenes as compared to the international brands and scenes found in luxury 
housing ads above. Accompanying this collage of images are texts that suggest 
the kinds of activities residents can engage in within their neighbourhood. The 
spatialization of public housing thus, provides BTOs with a local identity as 
compared to that in luxury housing, which semiotically connects them to 
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globally recognized locations instead. Overall, international brands are 
associated with the lifestyle of the rich while local brands are indexical of the 
working and middle classes. 
 
FIGURE 10. Establishments in the HDB neighbourhood. (Khatib Court, BTO) 
 
 Echoing the ads, the penetration of global brand names into the everyday 
can be discerned from my interviewees’ brand consciousness as seen in their 
use of international and local brand names to construct the place identity of their 
neighbourhood, and in turn, their own self identities. However, as will be shown, 
the lived reality presents a more blurred categorization and construction of 
desirability and luxury between international and local brand names. During my 
interview with Sarah, who lives in a HDB estate by Holland Village, she uses 
the various local and international brands to spatialize HDB estates to varying 
degrees of localness when asked about the heartland portrayal of the HDB 
estates by the media (Excerpt 6). 
EXCERPT 6. Sarah, female, interviewed on 22 September 2015. 
1 SARAH; The people living here, I don’t feel it as much? They’re all 
2  travelling and like driving very nice cars. There’s like a 
3  Ferrari in our carpark. The people are not very heartlanders 
4  so to speak you know? So I don’t feel as much but when I 
5  go to other estates, like Woodlands area or like some of the 
6  other, I do feel that it’s quite different from here. 
  […] 
81 
 
7  …overall you get all the, like Cold Storage and things like 
8  that which usually, Cold Storage you don’t get in very very 
9  heartland places. The only very very heartland I can think of 
10  is Woodlands, I keep saying Woodlands, because every time 
11  I go Woodlands, I feel like, it’s like, it’s very very different. 
12 SL; Or previously you mentioned Queensway right? 
13 SARAH; Yah. Queensway area, or even not so, like Clementi area  
14  which is not so far away and is still quite central? Also is 
15  more like the interchange you know? Clementi interchange, 
16  it has all those bakery shops, all the provision shops, fashion 
17  stores but like, like not very fashionable fashion stores @@ 
18  and like, things like that. It’s a bit different, the kind of 
19  shops they have also, than here. But lucky thing is there’s 
20  also a mix, there’s also like a normal coffee shop, and 
21  hawker centre, and there’s also nice places when you want 
22  to go somewhere nicer and that’s like in between. 
23 SL; So you do enjoy this mix of- 
24 SARAH; -yah I do like it. 
25 SL; Can I say a mix of heartland and cosmopolitan? 
26 SARAH; Yes yes yes. Yah I like it. Cause if it’s too cosmo, it’s very  
27  expensive you know, and then when you want to go buy 
28  something cheap, you have to travel so far out, so 
29  ridiculous, so, I don’t want to be in a place where there’s 
30  such a high, you know, high cost of life, cost of living also. 
31  So it’s nice to have your basic necessities like NTUC you 
32  know, hawker centre food nearby but sometimes you want 
33  something nice, you want to go to like, sometimes on the 
34  weekends, we will go for family dinner, just slightly nicer, 
35  not like a big dinner but we can go Crystal Jade or the 
36  restaurants there. 
 
 From Excerpt 6 lines 3, 7-8, 31 and 35, the few local and international 
brands that are specifically mentioned are Ferrari, Cold Storage, NTUC, and 
Crystal Jade. Among local and international brands, it is useful to note that there 
is a further division between what is considered mass market (cheap) and 
upscale (luxurious). Here, Crystal Jade, a well-known local upscale group of 
restaurants, which has expanded to several overseas markets like Hong Kong, 
South Korean and the USA. Cold Storage and NTUC are both local supermarket 
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chains, and though they are local brands, the former is considered to be a more 
upmarket brand as it caters to expatriates, has a higher pricing, and greater 
availability of international brands of goods. Thus, Cold Storage is not found in 
more local or heartland neighbourhoods (lines 7-8) while NTUC is available 
because it provides basic necessities at affordable prices (line 31).  
 What is notable is also the lack of brand names used in Sarah’s 
description of neighbourhoods that she considers more heartlands/local (lines 
15-19). She lists bakeries, provision shops, and fashion stores without any 
names because these are local mass market stores, and are neither chain stores 
nor well-known brands locally or internationally. In another interview, Jo and 
Desmond also brought up small neighbourhood hardware stores termed as 五金
店 (wu jin dian). The switch to Mandarin demonstrates the localness of these 
shops. Moreover, Chinese mass market (non-)brands, similar to the negative 
evaluation of housing estate names that have Chinese connotations in section 
5.1.2, are less valued. For example, Jo and Desmond mentioned that for pots, 
they would buy WMF pots (made in Germany) as opposed to ‘a China lotus 
brand pot’. Notably, ‘lotus brand’ is not actually a brand name but it is salient 
and has become indexical of brands from China because of the common use of 
the lotus symbol for items from China. Thus, the relationality towards these 
brands by my interviewees demonstrate the work of ads as meaning generating 
units to construct particular ideologies towards brands. After all, functionality 
of all pots are similar. In constructing the mix of local and global or heartland 
and cosmopolitan neighbourhoods like the one Sarah is living in, she mentions 
the mix of local mass market brands (and non-brands) like NTUC and hawker 
food (lines 20-32 and 26-36) with well-known upmarket international and local 
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brands like Ferrari, Cold Storage, and Crystal Jade. This characterization of her 
neighbourhood as having a mix of mass market and upscale local and 
international brands provides Holland Village with a cosmopolitanized local 
upscale identity.  
 Lines 26-27 in Excerpt 6 also clearly highlights the link between a more 
cosmopolitan or global lifestyle with that of the rich because a cosmopolitan 
neighbourhood is considered to be very expensive. Through the use of brands, 
the place identities of different neighbourhoods are spatialized as heartland, 
cosmopolitan or a mix. Such a spatialization is also observed from my other 
interviews. For example, Monica also mentions the luxury car brands of Lexus, 
BMWs and Volkswagens found in her HDB estate’s carpark and the presence 
of neighbours who look like blue-collar workers due to their work uniforms as 
examples of the mixed heartland-cosmopolitan identity for her HDB estate. 
These are all examples of how HDB estates are spatialized by Singaporeans as 
not completely the heartlands or local spaces that are portrayed in the scopic 
regimes of housing ads. Significantly, my respondents’ spatialization presents 
these HDB estates as being the best of both worlds. 
 In addition to the use of local and international mass market and upscale 
brands for spatialization of neighbourhoods, in lines 1-2, Sarah also highlighted 
the activities of the people living in the neighbourhood. Due to their activities 
of travelling and driving luxury cars, they are not seen to align with the 
heartlander identity (lines 3-4) despite living in a HDB estate. Thus, by 
extension, the neighbourhood is not perceived as a possessing a heartland 
identity. Other than the activities in the daily lives of the people living in the 
neighbourhood, the choice of language use also emerged from my interviews as 
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having a part to play in the spatialization of place identity as well. In Sarah’s 
comparison of a HDB estate that she identified as a heartland and her mixed 
heartland-cosmopolitan neighbourhood in Excerpt 7, she brought up, not only 
the activities of the people (lines 43-46), but also their language choice. 
EXCERPT 7. Sarah, female, interviewed on 22 September 2015. 
37 SARAH; Oh uh, just middle income, no no but over here also mostly  
38  middle income, I don’t know how to explain leh. How to say  
39  it, but it’s just different, just feel more rustic the shops, the 
40  people. They tend to speak more Chinese I think, even little 
41  things like that? Ok, and the bus stop conversations are also 
42  in Chinese, can imagine, over here you hear more English 
43  speaking. People look like they are dressed a bit more they’re 
44  going to work, coming back from work, they look like they 
45  are dressed a bit more corporate? Whereas if I go to other  
46  estates, they look more simple in their dressing? Things like 
47  that so, I do see some differences lah. Yah. 
48 SL; So do you feel like even the neighbourhood shops in this  
49  area that you are staying in, majority of the people also 
50  speak English? 
51 SARAH; Yes, yes. Even the older generation, the uncles and aunties,  
52  they speak English also. 
 
In lines 40-43 and 51-52, Sarah states that a heartland is made up of people who 
tend to speak more Mandarin while her neighbourhood, which is more 
cosmopolitan, comprises of residents (notably including the older generation 
because they are not usually seen as English speaking) who speak English. Thus, 
similar to Mandarin and English names discussed in section 5.1.2, the local or 
cosmopolitan place identities of these neighbourhoods are spatialized by the use 
of Mandarin and English in these spaces respectively. This is due to Singapore’s 
language policy that led to Mandarin becoming indexical of Asian heritage and 
English as global (Stroud & Wee 2007). Moreover, similar to Monica, the 
dressing of residents and their imagined occupation in businesses (lines 43-46) 
are also indicative of the general social classes found in each estate, with more 
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working and lower middle classes living in heartland neighbourhoods as 
compared to the sociodemographic of mixed neighbourhoods. 
 Overall, the spatialization process to index a more cosmopolitan lifestyle 
in my respondents’ narratives draw not only from international brand names, 
but also local upscale brands. The uptake and response by my respondents 
demonstrates a more dynamic mix of local and global brands in public housing 
spaces. Furthermore, the presence of brands is not the only resource that makes 
up the spatial repertoire (Pennycook & Otsuji 2014) of a neighbourhood. There 
is a need to consider people’s activities and language choices as well because 
these resources work together to create place identities. Thus, though the scopic 
regimes of housing ads spatialize dichotomous place identities, it is not reflected 
in the daily experiences of my respondents where public housing estates can be 
spatialized as cosmopolitan and/or upscale as well. 
6.1.2 Pseudo-Tourism Discourse in Luxury Housing 
 Generally, the spatialization of both public and luxury housing falls into 
the two broad themes of urban and nature settings. Urban themes include city 
living, cosmopolitan/metropolitan living, hotel-style living and SOHO-style 
living. Nature themes are those that claim to provide resort living, green living 
and water/beachfront living. The use of all these different terms with the two 
themes are often stated explicitly in the ads. While the urban theme emphasizes 
the vibrancy of city living, the nature theme highlights the tranquility of the 
home as a sanctuary or retreat from busyness. Both of these pre-materialized LL 
presents differing place identities for the estates. Though the nature theme is 
seemingly different from the urban theme, I believe that the aim of spatializing 
the luxury home as delocalized from the reality of life in Singapore through a 
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recontextualization of the scopic regime of hotel ads is the same. In luxury 
housing, pseudo-tourism discourse is appropriated to imbue an atmosphere of 
holidaying within these estates, which potentially positions consumers as 
tourists when viewing the housing estates. The employment of the tactical pair 
of adequation and distinction succeeds because such a discourse is not found in 
public housing ads. 
 For urban themed luxury housing ads, there are descriptions of the 
availability of hotel-style services and facilities as shown in Example 4. 
(4) a. Home Concierge Service to see to your every lifestyle need (CityLife 
@ Tampines, EC) 
b. Experience…serviced residence concept, which gives all residents 
the option to access a full suite of in-house services such as house-
keeping, concierge and business centre support… (SeaHill, condo) 
c. Premium units with an en suite jacuzzi (Forte Suites, condo) 
d. 50-metre infinity edge pool, sky bridge, gym and sky park at 7th 
storey (Sennett Residence, condo) 
e. The Solitaire Club at rooftop comes with a 15m Leisure Pool, 
Daybed Cabanas, Onze Bar, Cocktail Verandah for your private 
events and a gourmet dining experience (Onze @ Tanjong Pagar, 
condo) 
f. …elevates your lifestyle to that of a holidayer in a luxurious retreat 
(One Balmoral, condo) 
 
As can be observed from 4a-c, the descriptions of concierge, housekeeping, and 
business services, and the facilities of infinity pools and jacuzzis are common 
services and facilities offered by hotels. 4d-e highlight the appropriation of 
space allocation in hotel designs where certain levels of hotels are reserved for 
business, wellness, dining establishments, and club/lounge areas that are 
exclusively reserved for use by members. For example, the Diamond members 
of Hyatt Hotels and Shangri-La Hotels and Resorts enjoy exclusive access to 
their Regency or Grand Club and Horizon/Traders Club Lounge respectively. 
Similarly, in 4d, Sennett Residence has one level devoted to wellness facilities 
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while in 4e, there is the mention of The Solitaire Club at the rooftop of Onze. It 
should be noted that this list of services and facilities are for housing estates that 
may not necessarily state that they are offering hotel-style living. In these five 
estates, only CityLife @ Tampines and Forte Suites stated their ‘hotel-style 
suites/units’ explicitly. This spatialization of homes invokes the reality and 
desirability of travelling, which is generally associated with relaxation, and 
connects it to the notion of home. Perfectly encapsulating such a concept, is 
example 4f where the connection between the home owner and a tourist or 
‘holidayer’ is made. This notion of hotel-style living possibly evokes the 
glamour of an earlier era where, in some places, rich people lived in hotels. An 
example would be the Eloise series written by Kay Thompson in the 1950s 
where the title character lived at the Plaza Hotel in New York City.  
 For nature themed luxury housing, accompanying descriptions of 
peacefulness are descriptions of wellness facilities that are usually associated 
with relaxation in spas or beach resorts (Example 5). 
(5) a. …at the yoga garden, or a special hot yoga studio (Lake Life, EC) 
b. Floating cabanas, reflective pool, meditation enclave, aroma-peutic 
garden, yoga court (Stratum, condo) 
c. Resort-style facilities for residents such as spa, infinity pool, origami 
cabanas and sky terraces (The Venue, condo) 
d. Set against four richly landscaped thematic clusters inspired by 
Hawaiian gardens and nature… (Alana, condo) 
 
As can be observed from 5a-c, common listing of facilities within nature themed 
housing estates include cabanas (usually found in beach resorts), meditation 
enclave, and spa and yoga areas. In addition, the garden in 5b is not simply the 
usual gardens that can be found anywhere but is specified as a therapeutic type 
of garden that provides aromatherapy to aid relaxation. Other than the fancy 
gardens, in 5d, there is also an example of landscaping that is based on Hawaii, 
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which is famous for its beachfront living/resorts. The use of these facilities and 
sceneries, which are usually associated with beach resorts and spas, are similar 
to that of the hotel-style facilities and services mentioned above because they 
are indexical of luxury and being on holiday, and are appropriated to create a 
novel place identities for luxury housing estates. As a pre-materialized LL, these 
resources are used to delocalize luxury housing estates by (re-)creating foreign 
landscapes within local neighbourhoods.  
 While public housing may describe itself as being located in a 
neighbourhood with a vibrant streetscape or providing a tranquil sanctuary with 
landscaped gardens, it stops short of providing hotel or resort style facilities. 
Instead, the typical facilities of playgrounds, activity and fitness corners for 
adults and the elderly, and garden pavilions are provided regardless of the urban 
or nature theme. A representative landscape of communal areas in BTO estates 
is shown in Figure 11a. Thus, with this common sight being indexical of a HDB 
development, the localness of the BTOs are preserved despite its name and 
theme. Luxury housing, on the other hand, does not have any qualms in 
invoking the sense of being a tourist in one’s own housing. For example, QBay 
Residences in Figure 11b illustrates this with their bay villas that look similar to 
the scopic regime of beach resorts’ ads featuring their cabanas or beach-front 
villas. This is not a typical view found in Singapore, and thus, like the other 
linguistic choices for spatializing luxury housing estates, delocalize them from 
the physical location of Singapore. To add on to the feeling or image of luxury 
and delocalization, luxury housing estates are fenced up estates or gated-
communities in the US where access is restricted to residents and their guests 
only (as discussed in section 5.1.1). Thus, there are clear physical boundaries 
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that set them apart from the rest of the neighbourhood. This is a form of the 




FIGURE 11. Differences in spatialization of public and luxury housing estates. 






 However, the lived experiences of a home differs from such a 
spatialization of housing estates as hotels or resorts. The place identity of a 
home or hotel is tied to the everyday social practices or spatial repertoire that 
occur within the space. This is demonstrated in my conversation with Gabriel 
about his thoughts on the mediatized stereotypes of heartlanders and 
cosmopolitans living in HDBs and condos respectively (Excerpt 8). 
EXCERPT 8. Gabriel, male, interviewed on 17 September 2015. 
20 GABRIEL; But in some sense I feel because of my work commitment,  
21  I am also away at nights for meetings and all that, erm, I  
22  feel that sometimes I am just treating my house like a hotel  
23  maybe. Like how expats would behave like condominium  
24  like what you earlier you mention. So I, if the heartland 
25  approach then I would prefer, why I say heartland is I  
26  would like to have good neighbours to #encourage,  
27  because I grow up in a HDB, I have very good neighbours.  
28  We would erm, cause my neighbour’s family is a farm,  
29  they have a farm, vegetable farm, so they would give  
30  vegetables to us every once a week. And in return we will  
31  give something lah you know. So there’s this whole giving  
32  to each other, very nice. 
  […] 
33  I mean erm, hard for me to reach out to such people  
34  because I mean if he’s not at home and you mention that 
35  he’s working in the world and so busy you know, comes 
36  home and just sleep and that would be something that 
37  neighbours would label this person as hardly at home. And 
38  that doesn’t help with the bonding between neighbours lah. 
39  So yah, in that sense I would think that they are too busy 
40  for such gatherings or like exchanging of things. I 
41  wouldn’t even think that they cook at home @@@ 
 
In lines 21-22 and 35-41, Gabriel explains how the ongoing activities of not 
being at home in the night, not cooking, and not bonding with neighbours lead 
to the home becoming a hotel, albeit a business hotel rather than a luxury hotel. 
In Gabriel’s narrative, it is implied that the everyday living in a home involves 
cooking, being at home at night for more than just sleeping, and getting to know 
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neighbours. Thus, regardless of luxury or public housing, as long as the space 
is meant to be a home, the spatial repertoire of day to day living makes the house 
a home, and the people the residents. As mentioned by Yuen (2005), place-
making is tied to the movements and activities of the people living there. Even 
though the spatialization of luxury housing ads positions residents as tourists 
through their pseudo-tourism scopic regime, housing does not simply become a 
place of luxury hotel-like living because it is determined by daily social practice. 
However, if the ongoing daily activities of the people are more like those of 
tourists who only use the rooms for rest at night, the mismatch with the place 
identity of a home (lines 21-22) possibly leads to the home becoming like a 
hotel. This is extendable to all housing, and not just luxury housing. 
6.2 Proximity and Connectivity in Constructing Self-Identity 
 In the previous section 6.1, the analysis of luxury housing ads 
demonstrated that spatialization processes that draw on what is considered as 
globally desirable and luxurious constructed a delocalized identity for the 
estates. This section seeks to show that my respondents’ self-identity is not 
merely tied to the place identity but also to the everyday interactions and/or 
relational connections they have with their neighbours. For example, in Excerpt 
8, Gabriel associated the heartlander identity to friendly ties with neighbours 
(lines 25-32). The unstated assumption is that the neighbours he is referring to 
are Singaporeans. This identification changes depending on the identity of the 
neighbours, and the proximity and connectivity between self and neighbours. 
 Theresa’s construction of her more global identity is demonstrated 
through her narration of her interactions with foreign neighbours living in the 
same HDB estate as her (Excerpt 9). It should be noted that Theresa’s 
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understanding of globalization is not so much about Westernization and luxury 
but instead an internationalization of the HDB estates, an inclusion of foreigners 
(who are non-Westerners and of the middle or lower class) into the community 
(lines 5-7). 
EXCERPT 9. Theresa, female, interviewed on 19 July 2015. 
1 THERESA; Probably global lah. Because even in HDBs you also get  
2  a lot of international neighbours. 
3 SL; So other than foreign workers that you’ve met, who  
4  [others] 
5 THERESA; [Probably] like um…Indians, Chinese, those who also left  
6  their countries to come and work here lah. So the  
7  globalization also takes place in the HDB estates. 
8 SL; So not just, you won’t just meet Singaporeans in the HDB  
9  estates? 
10 THERESA; Yes, that’s right. Yeah, in fact I think I would get a lot  
11  more affected by them than if I were to stay in the condo. 
12  Because simple things like hanging out your clothes @@ 
13  different people hang out their clothes differently. Some 
14  may hang out their clothes like dripping wet so you will 
15  have this kind of interactions so called. In condo how do  
16  people hang out their clothes? They don’t really hang out 
17  their clothes @@@ yeah, I don’t know leh, somehow the, 
18  there will be more interactions lah. 
 
Due to Theresa’s everyday interactions with her foreign neighbours over minor 
things like hanging of clothes (lines 12-15), her global identity emerges. 
Interestingly, she brought attention to how the spatial planning in HDBs and 
condos plays a part in encouraging or discouraging interactions among 
neighbours (lines 15-18). Theresa’s global identity emerges because spatial 
design in HDB estates lead to residents hanging their laundry outside of their 
flats (Figure 12), and thus lead to interactions with foreign neighbours should 
one be so inconsiderate as to hang dripping wet clothes outdoors, and cause dry 




FIGURE 12. Hanging of laundry in public housing estates. (Researcher’s 
photograph) 
 
 Another example of spatial planning that impacts interactions are the 
arrangement of lifts. In BTO flats, a couple of lifts may serve all units located 
on each level and in older HDB estates, there are even lifts that do not stop on 
each level. In comparison, the ads for luxury housing estates often emphasize 
the exclusivity of private lifts that may serve only one or two condo units on 
each floor. The construction of private lifts reduces the amount of neighbours 
one may encounter on a daily basis in the lifts and at lift lobbies, and thus, such 
a spatial planning discourages interactions. Furthermore, there are more open 
communal areas in HDB estates as shown in Figure 11a, and more community 
and government announcements/information posted on community information 
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boards located at HDB lift lobbies. This deliberate spatial arrangement by HDB 
is meant to encourage the fostering of community interdependence or ‘kampong 
spirit’ (Lokajaya 2016) as discussed in section 3.1. The implication of such a 
spatialization process combined with Bucholtz and Hall’s (2005) understanding 
that identity is a relational phenomenon, is that due to a possible lack of similar 
interactional patterns while living in condos, one’s global identity will not 
emerge despite having foreign neighbours. 
 As demonstrated in Jennifer’s interview (Excerpt 10), due to the lack of 
interactions with her foreign neighbours living in the same condo estate as her, 
they did not affect her self-identity. 
EXCERPT 10. Jennifer (Jen), female, interviewed on 25 August 2015. 
1 JEN; So we get to see them ((foreigners)) around. In terms of  
2  interactions, it’s just small talk if you happen to see them but not  
3  that they are very friendly, no. Some, a lot of them when they see  
4  you, they just go about doing their own stuff. 
  […] 
5  Yeah, our immediate neighbours don’t have a bearing on our 
6  sense of identity. Our immediate neighbours as in, the foreigners.  
7  Yeah. 
 
From lines 2-4, it can be observed that the interactions that Jennifer has with her 
foreign neighbours are almost non-existent. She concludes that her foreign 
neighbours do not play any part in her identity construction (lines 5-7). Thus, 
this also supports the observation that a lack of interactions leads to no identity 
work being done.  
 As demonstrated in the preceding analysis, the proximity and 
connectivity (or interdependence and interconnections) built through 
interactions between people play an important role in the construction of 
identity. With more interactions between Singaporeans and foreigners, there 
emerges a more global identity due to intercultural encounters (Tomlinson 1999, 
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Thurlow & Jaworski 2010). Spatial planning plays a role in encouraging or 
discouraging such encounters, which implies that simply living in a 
Singaporean location that has a delocalized place identity (with foreign 
neighbours) does not automatically lead to a more global or cosmopolitan 
identity. Moreover, taking a ‘globalization from below’ perspective (Mathews 
& Vega 2012) shows that globalization occurs not just in sites of luxury (Stroud 
& Mpendukana 2009) like that of condos but also in HDB estates. Overall, a 
gap exists between the scopic regimes spatialized by the ads and the narratives 




CHAPTER 7: HOUSING AND MULTIGENERATIONAL TIES 
 Having looked at the spatialization of the more public/observable layers 
of housing, this chapter examines how spatialization processes intersect with 
social values to (re-)organize power hierarchies in multigenerational 
relationships. In this portion of the study, there will be a further analysis of how 
the tactics of intersubjectivity (Bucholtz and Hall 2005) is affected by an 
individual’s relation to their spaces. The data from this chapter is drawn mainly 
from BTO and EC ads and a handful of luxury housing ads that present 
multigenerational living as a promotional element. The interview segments used 
are those related to living with parents and parents-in-law. Before delving into 
the analysis, a brief discussion on Singaporean’s perception of the value of filial 
piety and its expression and connection to ‘Asianness’ and ‘Westernness’ is 
required for context.  
 As evidenced by the unconventional though widely acknowledged 
marriage proposal of ‘Let’s apply for a flat’ instead of ‘Will you marry me?’ in 
Singapore, housing, especially HDB flats, is strongly associated with marriage 
(Teo 2014). Such a social phenomenon arises from the government’s pro-family 
housing policies with regards to HDB flats and ECs (as explained in 3.4). It is 
also a linguistic manifestation of the semiotic connections made, where spaces 
of steel and concrete are enfleshed with family life through the scopic regimes 
of public housing ads. The relational and emotional connections made by 
foregrounding family and multigenerational living are representations of 
traditional Confucian family values that are propagated by the government. As 
such, the desire for privacy or to move out of parents’ homes (as discussed in 
97 
 
sections 3.4 and 3.5) are cast as a Western value by my interviewee, Pink 
(Excerpt 11). 
EXCERPT 11. Pink, female, interviewed on 5 October 2015. 
1 PINK; I think Western…traditional as in although I want to stay away  
2  from my parents but I still find that it’s my responsibility to look 
3  after my parents, so in the event that my parents who are old 
4  now need help, I think I will get them to shift in with me or I 
5  will shift in with them, whichever need might arise lah. Whereas 
6  the Westerners, I think they don’t have this link so much, yeah 
7  but that’s my point of view. Because they tend to shift out of 
8  their parents’ place at 16 or maybe after high school or 
9  something? They have their own place and then the parents will 
10  say that you are independent now, I wash my hands of you. In 
11  Singapore, we are still very Asian. So it’s like every week, I’ll 
12  make it a point to visit my parents or stay over. At least on 
13  Sunday I’ll stay over at my mom’s place and then from there I 
14  will go to work. If my dad is out of town, I’ll make it a point to 
15  spend time with my mother. 
 
 As seen in lines 1-3, Pink hesitates between the notions of Western and 
traditional values due to her belief that it is her duty to care for her parents 
despite wanting to live apart from them. She elaborates on this differentiation 
where Asians demonstrate their close family relationships through regular 
physical contact—living with parents until marriage, visiting parents, and 
staying over on occasions (lines 11-15), while the same cannot be said for 
Westerners (lines 7-10). Other interviewees mention buying flats that are in 
close proximity to their parents’ homes as an example of their demonstration of 
filial duty too. It should be noted that the filial duty mentioned by my 
respondents are based on their Singaporean understanding, which is defined by 
Pink in Excerpt 11. This does not imply that Westerners are not filial but that 
their expression of filial duty is different from the Singaporean context. 
However, due to globalization and the portrayals in the media, the most salient 
difference between parent-child relationships are the living arrangements in the 
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two different contexts. As such, the degree of physical closeness with parents 
came to be indexical of Asian filial duty and Westerner’s lack of filial piety. 
Such a classification is problematic because fundamentally, the link between 
physical closeness and filial piety is false. Thus, living apart from parents, while 
a typical social practice in many Western countries, is not unfilial. In other 
words, Asians are not more filial as compared to Westerners because of living 
arrangements. Fortunately, there appears to be a change in perception. As 
moving out of parents’ homes becomes a norm for the younger generation, the 
connection to ‘Westernness’ is weakening as evidenced by other interviewees 
in their 20s who deny that their choice of not living with their parents is Western 
(Pink is in her late 30s). Instead, they cast the shift in lifestyles as a sign of their 
independence, desire to ‘find themselves’, and avoidance of conflicts with 
parents(-in-law), which correspond more closely with the neoliberal ideology 
of focusing on the self. Nevertheless, as will be shown in the following chapter, 
physical closeness (in other forms) is still associated with close relationships 
and filial duty. 
7.1 Spatializing Public Housing Estates and ECs for Families 
 In housing ads that focus on family and multigenerational living, 
housing is spatialized as for the family by populating the housing estates with 
family members. Moreover, the spatial planning of these estates are done with 






7.1.1 Populating Housing Estates with Family Members 
 One of the most evident differences between ECs and public housing 
and private housing is the marital statuses of target residents/consumers because 
marriage affects an individual's eligibility for housing purchase in the former. 
This can be observed in the ads based on the differing use of the pronoun ‘you’ 
and the highlighting of different facilities. 
 For BTOs and ECs, while the term ‘residents’ is used occasionally, the 
most common choice for the synthetic personalization of the consumer is 
through the use of the pronoun ‘you’. This pronoun may be used to refer to 
either a single person or a group of more than one person. However, regardless 
of whether the applicant is looking at BTO brochures or newspaper ads for ECs, 
it is obvious that ‘you’ is being used in its plural form to refer to the reader and 
his/her family comprising of spouse and children. For instance, seemingly 
neutral and possibly singular uses of ‘you’ like ‘The moment you’ve been 
waiting for!’, ‘…you will get to enjoy lush surrounds…’ and ‘A unique balcony 
entrance welcomes you…’ are given an additional layer of family-oriented 
meaning when coupled with photographs of families (i.e. married couples with 
children) engaging in the mentioned activities positioned near it (Figure 13). 
 Due to the presence of these photographs of families, the ‘you’ in these 
texts could only be interpreted as a plural ‘you’ to refer to the family. For 
example, in Figure 13a with the phrase ‘The moment you’ve been waiting for!’, 
a family of four is shown to be smiling while in a sitting position, and is 






FIGURE 13. Photographs showing the plurality of ‘you’. (a. Fernvale 
Riverwalk, BTO; b. Telok Blangah ParcView, BTO; c. Lush Acres, EC) 
 
In Figure 13b, the ‘you’ who enjoy lush surroundings is again represented as a 
family of four enjoying the surroundings together. As can be observed, all of 
them are standing close together, looking in the same direction with smiles on 






whole, the implication of such an accompanying image is that ‘you’ are married 
and with child, which is a similar message as that of 13a-b. 
 On top of ‘you’ being used as a referent of a family or a married person, 
there is also the identification of multigenerational family members in the public 
housing estate. 
(6) a. While the children explore and play…,their parents and 
grandparents can exercise… (EastWave @ Canberra, BTO) 
b. …you will be able to enjoy a myriad of fun activities such as 
working out at the adult and elderly fitness stations, playing with the 
children at the playgrounds... (Palm Breeze @ Yishun, BTO) 
 
As can be observed in 6a, the social roles of the multigenerational family 
members, ‘children’, ‘parents’ and ‘grandparents’, are explicitly stated. A more 
subtle identification is presented in 6b, where ‘you’ can be parent or grandparent 
as inferred from using either the adult or elderly fitness stations respectively. 
Either of these statements can be found across all BTO ads, and thus, populates 
BTO estates with multigenerational family members. Such a spatialization 
represents and reinforces government’s pro-family housing policies, which 
encourage not only married couples to live in BTO flats, but also for married 
couples to live with or close to their elderly parents in these estates. 
 Private housing ads generally place less importance on the marital 
statuses of their target residents as sales of private housing are not governed by 
public policies. Thus, ‘you’ is used more ambiguously to refer to anyone 
regardless of marital statuses because they are rarely accompanied by pictures 
of families as in Figure 13 above, and they do not specifically refer to the social 
roles of multigenerational family members as in Example 6. Pictures in private 
housing ads, as compared to those in EC and public housing ads, show a more 
even distribution of model residents that include, singles, couples, single parent 
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with child, and for some, no model residents at all. Table 5 below shows the 
distribution of images of different model residents in private housing ads as 
compared to those in EC and public housing ads. 







Parents, child(ren) & 
grandparents 3 2 
Parents & child(ren) 105 14 
Sub Total 108 (64%) 16 (9%) 
Non-
Heteronormative 
One parent & child(ren) 3 8 
Children only 5 10 
Singles 10 46 
Sub Total 18 (11%) 64 (35%) 
 Couples 32 (19%) 57 (31%) 
 None 10 (6%) 46 (25%) 
Total 168 (100%) 183 (100%) 
TABLE 5. Distribution of different images of model residents. 
 
 As can be observed from Table 5, images that correspond to the 
government’s pro-family rhetoric of having at least one father, one mother and 
child make up 64% of pictures found in EC and public housing ads. The ideal 
family images in private housing ads, on the other hand, are only at 9%. Their 
more neutral positioning of private housing with their uses of ‘you’ is also 
reflected by 25% of the total images containing no model residents, and the 
rather even distribution of model resident representations among the non-ideal 
family types (35%) and couples (31%). 
 With the visual representation of families and the use of synthetic 
personalization, it can be seen that EC and public housing ads, as compared to 
private housing ads, are more populated with families that are in accordance 
with PM Lee’s (2007) definition of a family—one man one woman, marrying, 
having children and bringing up children. This is compounded by the erasure of 
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single persons in public housing brochures. Though there are ten singles 
featured in EC and public housing ads, only four are in BTO ads, and all of them 
are silhouettes (Figure 14). Thus, the representation of families and availability 
of spaces for different family members spatializes ECs and public housing 
estates as being exclusively for families.  
 
FIGURE 14. Photographs showing the silhouette of single persons. (Vine 
Grove @ Yishun, BTO) 
 
7.1.2 Spatial Planning for Family Activities 
 Other than representing heteronormative model residents, the spatial 
planning of BTO and EC estates also demonstrates the government’s concern 
for building interdependence between multigenerational family members 
(similar to previous discussion in section 3.1 regarding HDB’s purpose of 
fostering the ‘kampong spirit’). The availability of children’s and elderly’s 
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facilities like playgrounds and elderly fitness corners in Example 6 above, and 
child care centres, schools, and senior care centres in Example 7 below appear 
in at least 90% of EC and public housing ads (53 out of 59). 
(7) a. Surrounded by schools, including Greenwood Primary, Innova 
Primary, Qihua Primary, Singapore Sports School and Singapore 
American School. (Bellewoods, EC) 
b. A child care centre will be provided within the development. 
(Compassvale Helm, BTO) 
c. A senior care centre will also be set up to provide day care, dementia 
day care, day rehabilitation services, basic nursing services… 
(Matilda Edge, BTO) 
 
Example 7a-b are typical examples of children’s facilities that are located within 
or near the estate. The information on primary schools nearby in 7a is crucial 
for families who have children or intend to have children because there is 
priority entry into primary schools for Singapore citizens living within 1 to 2 
kilometres of the schools. Due to such a school entry regulation, about 69% of 
private housing ads (92 out of 133) indicate the proximity of schools near the 
estates as well. Example 7c shows the availability of senior care centres that 
provide professional day care for the elderly. This encourages working couples 
who have ill, elderly parents to live with or near them rather than place them in 
an old age or nursing home. The latest information from the Ministry of Health 
(2014) listed only 66 nursing homes in Singapore. These homes serve about 3% 
of Singapore’s elderly population while the remaining 97% live in residential 
housing. Of these 97%, 66.7% live with their children (Wong & Teo 2011). 
Thus, such spatial planning is done to ease couples’ everyday living under the 
Confucian interpretation of filial duty where they can actively care and provide 
for their parents in person. 
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 Moreover, the landscaping of the common areas in public housing 
estates like that of the gardens, playgrounds, and fitness corners are spatialized 
as enhancing family ties. 
(8) a. Connect with your family and friends at the green spaces and resting 
shelters… (Matilda Portico, BTO) 
b. …this is an ideal venue where the entire family can exercise and 
have fun together. (Hougang Meadow, BTO) 
c. While juniors have fun at the children’s playground, one can get a 
great workout at the adult and elderly fitness corners found nearby. 
(Woodlands Pasture, BTO) 
d. You can relax in the resting shelters and unwind after a busy day at 
work, while the young ones have fun at the children’s playgrounds. 
(EastLawn @ Canberra, BTO) 
 
Example 8 shows typical descriptions of outdoor facilities. 8a-b makes it 
explicitly clear that the outdoor facilities are ‘ideal venues’ where family 
members can ‘connect’ with each other and ‘have fun together’. Furthermore, 
8c-d shows that the facilities are deliberately arranged to be near each other so 
as to allow parents (or grandparents) to exercise in adult fitness stations or relax 
in resting shelters while keeping an eye on their children (or grandchildren) who 
are in the playgrounds. Despite family members being located at different 
outdoor facilities, the emphasis in these sentences is not about division among 
family members. It is about the family remaining close-knitted despite everyone 
engaging in different activities. The factor that pulls the family together as one 
is the communal area being shared/utilized simultaneously. Moreover, with 
various families sharing the common space, there is also the potential that they 
become friendly neighbours, which may lead to the fostering of the ‘kampong 
spirit’. The image presented by such a spatialization differs from the 
experiences of newer home owners where relationships can be built online first 
(see section 5.2.2) without the need of physical proximity and communal spaces. 
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 The emphasis on the building of bonds between family members is also 
supported by the images accompanying such statements. Homes and facilities 
like adults and elderly fitness stations are layered with additional heterosexual 
couple-/family-oriented meanings with photographs showing couples and 
families spending happy times together while using such facilities (Figure 15). 
  
  
FIGURE 15. Photographs showing pro-family dynamics in EC and public 
housing ads. (a. The Verandah @ Matilda, BTO; b. Golden Mint, BTO; c. 
Hougang Crimson, BTO; d. Waterbay, EC) 
 
 The photographs, 15a-b show young and elderly couples exercising at 
the fitness station and cooking in the kitchen respectively. From the portrayal 
of the couples’ smiling faces while engaged in these activities together, one can 
conclude that the couples are enjoying themselves and have good relationships 
with each other. Similarly, for 15c-d, couples are depicted as playing happily 
with their children in the playground and the living room respectively. Everyone 
in the family is shown to be smiling, and the family members are positioned 





public housing ad contain images as shown in Figure 15, they are representative 
of all EC and public housing ads that contains photographs of couples and 
families. Considering both the texts and images as shown in Example 8 and 
Figure 15, the goal of spatial planning for some areas in BTOs and ECs is made 
clear—for family members to foster close and harmonious familial bonds. 
 Similarly, the 3Gen flats in BTOs and the dual-key apartments in ECs 
and condos are also portrayed as being built for multigenerational families to 
share space, build bonds, and live harmoniously (Figure 16).  
 
  
Figure 16. Multimodal texts of multigenerational families. (a. Saraca Breeze 
@ Yishun, BTO; b. One Canberra, EC; c. Coco Palms, condo) 
 
For BTOs with 3Gen flats, ads will typically explain the purpose of 3Gen flats, 
and these are accompanied by a photograph of a multigenerational family 
smiling happily at the readers (Figure 16a). The caption in 16b states ‘Where 
family members, can also be friendly neighbours.’ for an EC ad, and in one of 





heading in 16c states ‘Move out? Or stay? Now you can please both your mum 
and wife.’ Such statements reveal that 3Gen flats and dual-key units are 
purposefully planned and constructed to enhance pro-family dynamics, where 
the family can spend time together despite doing different things or have 
different lifestyles. In recognizing young couples’ increasing desire for privacy 
(Yeo 2014), these housing ads (especially 16c) for multigenerational living also 
suggest a tension between privacy and filial commitments to family, where there 
is an emphasis on friendly relations and the pleasing of both ‘mum and wife’ 
(which plays on the Singaporean stereotype that women do not get along with 
their mothers-in-law). This is encapsulated in the description below the image 
in 16c that reads ‘3- and 4- bedroom dual key apartments provide space for both 
privacy and family.’ Thus, from these ads, which show the provision of certain 
housing designs that serves to build connections among family members, it can 
be concluded that the notion of living in close proximity with one’s parents is 
still indexical of local understanding of filial piety. 
 Overall, the spatialization of ECs and public housing estates focuses on 
its ability to enhance familial connections in order to create togetherness/ unity 
be it through fitness, play or other everyday activities like having a meal. The 
spatialization processes use both visual and linguistic discourse to show how 
BTOs and ECs are designed with the ideal heteronormative families in mind. 
Private housing, on the other hand, are not obligated to represent a Confucian 
image of a complete (multigenerational) family that has close familial bonds. 
After all, private housing developers are not constrained by housing policies to 
sell their housing to only heteronormative families, and thus, do not need to 
create ads that represent the government’s pro-family ideology. When model 
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residents are included in the ads, they have fewer reasons to depict the 
government’s ideal of a close-knitted heteronormative family enjoying their 
daily lives in the properties as it limits potential buyers. Thus, EC and public 
housing ads spatialize housing with more local meanings and activities through 
making relational and physical connections within family members as 
compared to private housing ads. 
7.2 Spatial Negotiation of Power in Multigenerational Relationships 
 As corroborated by my interviewees, young married couples are indeed 
a common sight in HDB estates as many mentioned seeing other couples around. 
Moreover, the presence of parents with their children and/or grandparents with 
their grandchildren making use of the playgrounds is also noted. It is inevitable 
due to housing regulations for BTOs and, for the first ten years, ECs. However, 
contrary to the narrow scopic regime of only representing heteronormative 
families living in HDB estates, my respondents have also mentioned seeing 
foreign domestic helpers bringing children down to the playgrounds as well. It 
has been reported in local news that between December 2015 and June 2016, 
there has been an increase of 5,600 domestic helpers to 237,100 (Au-Yong 
2016). In the same report, it is also noted that there is a general increase in 
foreign population in Singapore in 2016. This potentially leads to more foreign 
families renting HDB flats as discussed in chapter 6. Thus, due to the mobility 
of people, globalization is changing the landscape of and interactions within 
HDB estates.  
 Moreover, other than the physical and highly visible change in the 
people found in the estates, what emerged is the negotiation of the values of 
privacy/independence and filial piety affecting multigenerational families, and 
110 
 
how spatial relationships mitigate tensions in power hierarchies. Unlike the ads’ 
spatialization of multigenerational living, the lived experiences of my 
respondents present a more complex negotiation of relational connections with 
space. The tension occurs when their desire for privacy conflicts with their filial 
duty towards their parents and parents-in-law, and this is due to the association 
of physical proximity with filial piety as discussed in this chapter’s introduction. 
 The balancing of privacy and filial duty is essentially a tension between 
one’s performance of the social identities of adult and child, and how these are 
governed by Confucian values propagated by the government. Due to 
globalizing influence, while Western conceptualizations of individuality, 
independence, and autonomy have come to be indexical of being an independent 
adult, qualities of obedience/reliance, filial piety and powerlessness in relation 
to parents is indexical of being a child. The notion of a ‘grown up child’ then is 
inherently contradictory. However, as mentioned in chapter 3 and represented 
in the ads above, multigenerational living is encouraged. Thus, there is no 
escaping the relational identities of parent and grown up child, or parent-in-law 
and daughter/son-in-law especially for those young couples who live together 
or near to their parents and/or parents-in-law. Chinese conventions of respect 
and obligation, and generally, the notion of giving face to one’s elders governs 
spaces of interactions and restricts a grown up child’s exertion of opinions to 
some degree. This tension is demonstrated by Jo’s explanation of how Chinese 
conventions compel her to perform the role of a good daughter-in-law should 
her parents-in-law be living with them. 
EXCERPT 12. Jo, female, Desmond, Male, interviewed on 24 January 2016. 
28 JO; Then it’s a bit of a Chinese thing also. I feel like if they are around, 
29  I shouldn’t be in my room or I shouldn’t be in my…I should come  
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30  out and like talk to them. You know like, you know sometimes 
31  I just want to hole up somewhere and then I cannot. 
32  Because it’s not respectful then wahlao ((gosh)), this thing, then 
33  suddenly going home is less relaxing lah. 
 
In Excerpt 12 lines 30-31, Jo expresses her desire to spend solitary time at home 
to relax, and this is a choice that she can make if she is only living with her 
husband. However, this performance of her independence/adulthood is taken 
away if they are staying with her parents-in-law because she feels the need to 
entertain them as their daughter-in-law (lines 28-30 and 32). This leads to a 
stressful situation where she is not able to relax at home because she is torn 
between performing her identities as both an adult and a daughter-in-law (line 
33). As long as Jo is unwilling to be potentially labelled as a bad daughter-in-
law based on Chinese conventions, she does not have much choice except to 
negate her adult self and perform her filial duty of entertaining her parents-in-
law in her role of a daughter-in-law. 
 However, performances of these conflicting identities can be simplified 
through spatial relationships. The fluidity of multigenerational power relations 
and adult-child identities of my interviewees flows from and is authorized by 
housing space—in particular, ownership of housing. As will be shown in my 
analysis, ownership refers to not only the institutional ownership of homes (i.e. 
the person whose name is on the title deed), but also ideological ownership in 
the sense that even when a grown up child buys the title deed of their parents’ 
home, and continues living with their parents, the space is still considered to be 
their parents’ house rather than the home of the grown up child. 
 To provide some context, a shared narrative by all of my respondents 
when asked what ownership of their homes meant, is the independence and 
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autonomy that they gain. Ownership of home is thus indexical of adulthood, in 
the sense that the grown up children are now free from their parents’ control 
and can exert their opinions. This is revealed linguistically in their ability to 
have the ‘final say’ at home.  
EXCERPT 13. Enrique, male, interviewed on 1 February 2016. 
21 SL; What would you say buying your own home mean to you? 
22 ENRIQUE; I would say that it is an opportunity for me to have a space  
23  that I can call my own. In, I think it is the one place in my 
24  entire life where I can make…almost…yeah, in which I 
25  can make decisions about the place and execute them by 
26  myself and have it, pretty much have it my way. It’s 
27  not…there are very few other areas in life where you can 
28  almost unilaterally, although in this case is with my wife? 
29  But there are very few other ways, areas in your life where 
30  you can unilaterally influence and affect something and 
31  call it truly your own but I think your home is one such 
32  place that you can do that. So it is a reflection of the people 
33  who live in the house. And it’s also…I guess it’s also a 
34  place of rest for many people so naturally they want it to  
35  be as comfortable as possible and so it’s an area in which 
36  you can carve like for yourself, almost like a 100% and 
37  yeah, actually that’s like the one big reason, one big thing 
38  that I would think my home to be lah. Yeah. 
 
In Excerpt 13 lines 23-26 sum up the notion of having the ‘final say’ in the home, 
which comprises of making decisions and executing them in a way that is 
determined by Enrique himself. He further elaborates on the reason why having 
the ‘final say’ is important to him in lines 27-32. The gist of it is that other 
spaces do not allow the exertion of one’s power over them. Ownership of homes, 
thus, creates a space where one’s own power is legitimate (lines 35-36) and thus, 
spatial ownership plays a role in the tactic of authorization (see Bucholtz & Hall 
2005) of having the ‘final say’ to exert one’s independent adulthood.  
 As such, many interactions within multigenerational relationships are 
organized and re-organized according to one’s relationship with the space of 
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interaction in the home where tensions, as explained by Jo, can potentially be 
eased. This is observed more clearly from the following explanation that April 
provided when asked about the difference between living with her mother-in-
law in her mother-in-law’s house (which April and her husband bought) and 
buying a ‘new’ home (a resale condo) for her entire multigenerational family to 
move into. 
EXCERPT 14. April, female, interviewed on 24 February 2016. 
1 SL; When you all first got married, and you all in a way bought  
2  your first house, it’s not really a new place right? Do you 
3  find it any different, taking over your mother-in-law’s place 
4  and buying the condo, your second home? Like was there 
5  any difference in significance or anything like that? 
6 APRIL; Difference in significance…a lot of, this time round, a lot of  
7  decisions to make, in terms of renovation, yeah. It’s basically, 
8  my mother-in-law is like, ‘This is really your house. You have 
9  to choose.’ Sometimes if even we ask her what do you think  
10  of this design and all these, then she say ‘you just choose it,  
11  it’s your house, you feel that you’re comfortable with it, I’ll  
12  be comfortable with it.’ So this is the assurance she gave us,  
13  yeah. Whereas the previous house when we bought over, we  
14  did have some, we did some renovation. However, back then  
15  she will still have some say to it, yeah, like maybe this room  
16  not suitable for this, that room not suitable, kitchen…you  
17  know? She will…probably she know that place so well, yeah,  
18  so she will give advice. 
 
 The shift in power regarding who gets to have the final say in the home 
is visibly demonstrated in Excerpt 14 lines 6-18 even though the relational 
identities of mother-in-law and daughter-in-law remain the same. Lines 14-18 
show that although the ownership of April’s mother-in-law’s home is bought 
over by herself and her husband, the home still belongs, ideologically, to her 
mother-in-law. In such a case, power is not accorded by institutional ownership 
due to the mother-in-law’s original and longer ownership of the apartment. The 
illegitimization of the institutional ownership of her first home is also expressed 
114 
 
in line 8 where April used ‘really your house.’ to express her mother-in-law’s 
opinion of their condo—that the condo is truly theirs while their first home, in 
actuality, does not belong to them despite their names being the ones on the title 
deed. Similar sentiments on how ownership authorizes a ‘final say’ are 
expressed by the rest of the interviewees, and as Bridget explained quite 
succinctly, ‘…my dad made it pretty clear. If you move in, you have to abide 
by his house rules…’  
 Thus, once the home is considered ‘parents’ home’, as long as the grown 
up child continues living in it or moves in to live with them, even if the 
ownership is transferred, the ‘house rules’ or the power over the space still 
belongs to that of the parents or parents-in-law. Such a space then positions the 
grown up child as still a child in the way that he/she interacts with his/her 
parents. As Pink declared during the portion of our interview that discusses her 
interactions with her parents if she were to shift back home to live with them 
(Excerpt 15), ‘A child is always a child’. Notably, the loss of independence (line 
18) is highlighted to authenticate the self-identity of a child that emerges from 
obedience to her mother’s way of doing things (lines 16-17 and 19-21). 
Excerpt 15. Pink, female, interviewed on 5 October 2015. 
16 PINK; So staying in her house also, her being my mom, I’ll tend to  
17  give in to her, and then whatever she says I will go do but the  
18  thing is, if I do that, so there’s this loss of independence, it’s  
19  like I can’t do things that I like, yeah, because she will want  
20  me to do things in this particular way or even must wake up  
21  by this time. 
 
 However, once the grown up child buys a ‘new’ home, the identity shifts 
because the child is now an adult—the performance authenticated by the 
autonomy to make his/her own decisions and execute them based on their own 
preference. As can be seen in Excerpt 14 lines 9-12, the mother-in-law’s 
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interactional patterns with April changed; she no longer provides advice, and 
indicates her intention to defer to their wishes. This shift is an illegitimation of 
her (mother-in-law’s) own voice in the decision making process in the 
renovation of the ‘new’ home (lines 9-18). Even when April attempts to cede 
power on occasion, the mother-in-law does not accept it by emphasizing that it 
is ‘your house’ (line 11). With this shift in power, the original silence of 
children has changed to a silencing of parents. This is more explicitly expressed 
by Theresa when she illegitimizes her mother’s control over her and her home 
with ‘…because she is not staying there, she cannot say anything or even do 
anything’. As can be seen, even if her mother has differing opinions on how 
things should be done in the home, Theresa has the power to silence her mother 
due to her ownership of the space. 
 With identities emerging from their linguistic performances of having 
the final say or being silenced intertwined with spatial relationships, all of my 
interviewees, with the exception of April, made the decision to prevent tensions 
through avoidance in the sense of not living with their parents, which 
illegitimizes their parents’ control over their ways of living. However, to 
prevent being labelled as unfilial by other Singaporeans, many live near their 
parents, visit them almost once a week, and even have meals together frequently. 
Moreover, all my respondents are quick to indicate that should their parents 
become ill or need some form of constant care, they will get their parents to 
move in with them. As such, it is not surprising to find that the most commonly 
stated criteria for my interviewees is that their homes must be near their parents 
or somewhat equidistant between both their sets of parents. 
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 As shown in this section of my analysis, the lived experiences of 
residents in housing estates differ from that of the ads. 3Gen flats and dual key 
apartments are not necessarily helpful in helping multigenerational families in 
balancing the tension between privacy and filial duty. Instead, good, 
harmonious relationships can be maintained or achieved through separate 
housing spaces that differentiate and clarify required identity performances. 
Thus, relational connections can be said to flow across housing estates rather 
than within a housing unit or estate as depicted by the scopic regime of the ads. 
To sum up with Jo’s words, ‘[I’ll] still want to take care of them also. It’s not 
like I move out already then I move out already lah. You know, then you自己
自己 (zi ji zi ji, by yourself), then I 自己自己 (zi ji zi ji, by myself). It’s not like 
that.’ This shows the presence of and emphasis on traditionally understood 
social values connecting the multigenerational families despite the separation 
of housing spaces in order to live as independent adults. The physical shift does 
not negate the emotional and relational connections in the sense that one does 





CHAPTER 8: DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 
 Having delved into the spatialization of housing by advertisements and 
my interviewees, this chapter attempts to synthesize the various findings. The 
starting point for my research stems from questioning the ideology behind the 
naming of housing estates. This led me to question how identities emerge from 
the interactions of space, language, and social practices/values, and eventually, 
to the extent to which the globalizing world, where mobility of people and 
semiotic resources is highly visible, affects everyday people (in terms of their 
social practices and values) and places that are immobile. Though these 
questions guided my exploratory study, my discussion is not strictly organized 
according to them for the sake of clarity. After discussing my findings, I will 
broaden my scope to consider the theoretical implications for my study, and 
suggest possible strands for research in the future. 
8.1 Spatializing Place Identities 
 Houses are spaces made up of concrete and steel, and do not have any 
more social meaning than that of shelter, a basic necessity. However, it is 
through the accumulation of indexicality through connections to other 
commodities and social and place identities (Agha 2011b) that the house 
becomes a home that is imbued with a range of social meanings (Gorman-
Murray & Dowling 2007). In examining the creation of home, I extended 
Bucholtz and Hall’s (2005) principles for the study of identity to encompass the 
creation of place identity, and applied them to ads and my interviewees’ 
response. As noted by Hiramoto and Teo (2015), ads are one of the most 
productive meaning generating units that (re)produce value systems. Due to this, 
they can influence or shape people’s perceptions of the world around them. As 
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such, meaning making of each physical public sign begins even before it is 
materialized to form a LL. Unlike the majority of LL studies’ treatment of 
physical public signs, my study began with the rationale for naming housing 
estates and the ads that spatialize these estates prior to their construction. 
Chapters 5 to 7 present my analysis of the scopic regimes for housing 
that are spatialized by both public and luxury housing ads and residents’ 
narratives of their housing. In the former, the spatialization processes of housing 
are comprised of naming, theming, and enfleshing (populating the spaces with 
people and their social practices). Naming of housing estates in ads and its 
subsequent materialization in the physical landscape of Singapore is a highly 
visible linguistic sign of the spatialization processes that went into the 
construction of housing estates. As demonstrated in chapter 5, names are 
indicative of the boundaries of the estates and used to create a sense of luxury 
or upper class place identity through appropriation of names of foreign luxury 
places and/or the use of European languages. This is similar to Jaworski and 
Yeung’s (2010:177) observation in their study of housing names in Hong Kong 
that ‘…signage is used to create a sense of luxury, elitism and power, marking 
off territorial boundaries, social segregation and limited access.’ However, as 
noted by my analysis (section 5.1.1), naming that evokes elitism only succeeds 
when there is accompanying clarity in the spatial demarcation of boundaries for 
the housing estate. For example, while topaz in Punggol Topaz and other 
precious stones used in the naming of some BTOs are indexical of luxury (see 
Thurlow & Jaworski 2006 for similar use of precious stones and metals for elite 
status in frequent-flyer programmes), the housing estates are not viewed as such. 
Significantly, where there is spatial ambiguity and freedom of access into the 
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estates due to a lack of fencing, naming does not serve to create the desired 
upper class place identity. It is similarly illegitimized by the fact that it is a BTO 
rather than a condo. Thus, both the legal definition of space and a sufficient 
spatial distinction are required for a name to become an identifier of an 
exclusive place. 
 Supporting the spatialization process of naming are themes for housing 
estates. As presented in chapter 6, this is accomplished through overt and covert 
ad descriptions that either explicitly link luxury housing estates linguistically 
and visually to global scale-elements or appropriate pseudo-tourism discourse 
to liken the spatial organization of housing and the goods and services found 
within the estates to that of hotels or resorts in order to delocalize these housing 
spaces. Housing estates become indexed as luxurious and global through a 
constellation (Agha 2011b) of internationally renowned brands, awards, and 
places, and Caucasian models that are brought together in the ads. The use of 
famous international brands and architects (e.g. Bravat, Hansgrohe, and Mr. 
Toyo Ito from section 6.1.1) in the construction of luxury housing estates 
authenticates the prestige and upper class identity of the housing estate. The 
awards won by the housing estates also authorize their prestigious identity, and 
simultaneously distinguish them from other housing estates. 
 Last but not least is the enfleshing of housing estates with model 
residents. This is seen clearly from chapter 7 where public housing ads 
populated spaces within housing estates with families who are engaged in 
bonding activities. These images are embodiments of the Confucian ideology, 
which emphasizes the strength and cohesiveness of families as the foundation 
of society (Hiramoto & Teo 2015, Ministry of Community Development 1995). 
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Such a spatialization process associates BTO housing with heteronormative 
families (based on the government’s pro-family housing policy). Moreover, as 
public housing estates cater to the ‘masses’ rather than the elites or upper class 
in Singapore, these model multiracial residents are also depicted as wearing 
everyday clothes like t-shirts and jeans or shorts. For the creation of a more elite 
place identity in luxury housing estates, model residents are dressed in white 
clothing (Figure 16b), cheongsam, long-sleeve shirts (Figure 16c), and even 
gowns. Other than these, as shown in Table 5, there are also a higher percentage 
of images in luxury housing ads with no models at all (25%, e.g. Figure 11b) as 
compared to that in EC and public housing ads (6%). As Thurlow and Jaworski 
(2010) observed, the colour white and the lack of models in ads are indexical of 
silence, luxury, and elitism. Thus, the enfleshment of housing estates with 
people and their activities or lack thereof spatializes housing differently. 
 Overall, these three spatialization processes of naming, theming and 
enfleshing create a sense of place, a place identity (Yuen 2005). Agha (2011b:43) 
argues that a person’s style is ‘something that can be aggregated and re-
aggregated through many acts of single-purchase.’ In relation to the creation of 
a place identity then, the amalgamation of these three broad spatialization 
processes aggregates and re-aggregates space as particular practiced place. In 
other words, within the scopic regime of ads, housing is imbued with a range of 
social meanings such that it approximates a localized or delocalized 
conceptualization of home. However, these mediatized scopic regimes from 
institutions like advertising and housing development companies linguistically 
and visually structure spaces in ways that differ from the scopic regimes 
spatialized by my interviewees’ narratives of the space. The latter presents a 
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different spatialization of the space due to their own negotiation and 
interpretation of these same structures. 
 One of the most salient differences in interpretation of the spatialization 
processes is due to the influence of linguistic normativism and Singapore 
specific language ideology by my respondents with regards to naming. As 
demonstrated in section 5.1.2, linguistic prescriptivism in the form of criticism 
against fake or grammatically incorrect French reveals that economic value is 
only placed on standard French because it indexes authenticity (see Heller 2003). 
In other words, fake or erroneous French as a linguistic sign for housing estates 
can be likened to the market for fake branded goods, which imitates luxury 
items though are ultimately worth less due to inauthenticity. This is 
compounded by the additional factor of the housing estates being located in 
Singapore, and thus, the use of foreign names on local places are perceived as 
inauthentic. Furthermore, the Singapore specific language ideology of 
evaluating certain English words as ‘cheena’ explicitly states that names with 
such a connotation are not seen as modern or luxurious. This is similar for 
international brands where such brands from China are disregarded and 
stereotyped as ‘lotus brand’ (see section 6.1.1). Thus, when these inauthentic 
and/or ‘cheena’ word choices are commodified as names for luxury housing 
estates, the mismatch in economic value and physical location leads to some 
negotiations for consumers. As Ivy and Goh mentioned, they overlooked the 
tacky sounding Cherryhill to look elsewhere (section 5.1.2), and many 
respondents state that they simply will not use the name. While a study of the 
names of residences may spatialize areas of the city as elite based on advertisers’, 
developers’ and researchers’ interpretations (see Jaworski & Yeung 2010, Wu 
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2010), due to language ideologies and the spatial awareness held by research 
subjects, the perception of the LL can be different. 
 With regards to the spatialization processes of theming and enfleshing, 
my respondents engage in similar practices as advertisers. Interviewees’ employ 
strategies of using brands to present a particular scopic regime of their homes 
and neighbourhoods. A slight difference between respondents and advertisers 
lies in a less dichotomous scopic regime where place identities of HDB estates 
can comprise of global scale-elements due to the presence of international and 
upscale brands, and luxury housing can be made up of local scale-elements like 
small neighbourhood shops that respondents who live in condos mentioned. For 
enfleshing housing estates with people, my interviewees picked up on the salient 
feature of people’s clothing, which suggests the type of jobs—white or blue 
collar, they engage in, and are used as indexicals of the mass market or luxury 
place identity of the housing estates. 
An additional way of spatializing place identity, which falls under the 
enfleshment spatialization process, surfaced from my interviews. Other than 
language used about the estates and the language that makes up the visual LL 
of the housing estates’ neighbourhoods, place identity is also spatialized by the 
voices of people living within that space. As Pennycook and Otsuji (2014:180) 
argued, ‘It is not just the physical properties of location […] that organize or 
affect speech, for it is also speech and social interaction that construct the 
meaning of a place.’ These voices form the auditory LL or soundscape and play 
a role in creating a sense of place. For example, the Singlish that Ivy hears and 
uses in her condo neighbourhood and the English that Sarah hears around her 
HDB estate (section 6.1.1). At first glance, such a spatialization process differs 
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from those used by advertisers as discussed above because print ads are not able 
to capture everyday language use within the housing estate and its 
neighbourhood. However, by enfleshing ads of housing estates with model 
residents, they can create an imaginary soundscape for their viewers. For 
example, an ad with Caucasian models is more likely to be associated with 
Standard English while an ad with the multiracial composition of Singaporeans 
is more likely to be linked to a soundscape with Singlish and other mother 
tongues.  
Just as language ideologies influence perceptions of naming, they 
influence interpretations of the soundscapes located within the housing estates 
and neighbourhoods. As highlighted by Park and Wee (2012:97), ‘on the level 
of Singaporeans’ everyday practices, Singlish indeed is seen as an important 
expression of authentic local identity’. Thus, while HDB estates are perceived 
as the heartlands populated with Singaporeans who speak Singlish, interviewees 
like Ivy stated that condos and their environs have Singlish as part of their 
soundscapes. Significantly, this authenticates the condo with a more local sense 
of place. On the other hand, Standard English, which is seen as a global 
language due to its global spread (Park & Wee 2012) and Singapore’s language 
policy, is said to be heard in the HDB estates. This serves as an authentication 
of these spaces as less ‘heartland’ or local. In addition to a soundscape 
comprising of Standard English, accented English and other languages also 
identify non-locals in the HDB estates. For example, Theresa states that her 
awareness of the globalization happening in her estate partially arises from the 
way that people talk. Such a soundscape adds to the delocalization of space for 
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the listeners where some respondents have said that they do not feel like they 
are in Singapore. 
All in all, I have demonstrated firstly, how place identity emerges from 
the three spatialization processes of naming, theming, and enfleshing. Secondly, 
I have also shown that there is a gap between the scopic regimes of everyday 
lived experiences as narrated by my respondents and the scopic regimes by 
advertisers and those interpreted by researchers. As such, place identities are 
not fixed but are instead, as put forth by Bucholtz and Hall’s (2005) partialness 
principle, dynamic due to their dependence on interactions and contexts. 
8.2 Spatializing Self-Identities 
Other than place identity emerging out of people’s ongoing discursive 
and social practice, place-making also aids in people’s negotiation of self-
identities. To aid my conceptualization, Pennycook and Otsuji’s (2014) 
definition of spatial repertoires is relevant and helpful because my study 
revolves around private and/or micro-level spatialization. For example, in the 
case of Singapore, the spatial repertoire afforded by the ownership of a home as 
authorized by both the law and parents is that of having the power to carry out 
what is said. In other words, having the final say as opposed to keeping silent 
when ownership is illegitimate (section 7.2). According to my respondents who 
tried to make their voices heard in their parents’ homes, many got into the same 
pattern of argument that revolves around illegitimizing their ownership of the 
house, and that once they have their own homes, they can then do as they like. 
The notion of parents’ house rules as determined by parents (and not the grown 
up children) is a spatial repertoire that makes clear the difference in power 
between the social relations of parents and child. Such Singapore specific spatial 
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repertoires are demonstrated by my respondents, and significantly, understood 
across generations. As shown, these language practices and power relations are 
bound up with space. Self-identities of an autonomous adult or a child thus 
emerge from drawing on these spatial repertoires. In my study, it is shown that 
most young couples are opting to clarify their identities as autonomous adults 
and filial children by living apart but near their parents. 
A similar example of how self-identity emerges is presented in section 
6.1.2. The spatial repertoire afforded by housing differs from the spatial 
repertoire of hotel rooms. Based on Gabriel’s interview, when the everyday 
discursive and social practices do not match the expected spatial repertoire, 
there is a denaturalization of self-identity as owner and resident. As noted, the 
place identity remains a house but it is the self-identity that is called into 
question, which leads to the negative evaluation of the ‘tourist self’ for treating 
the house as a hotel. This is due to his ideology of how an owner and resident 
of a house should be and how a tourist should be. After all, there is a ‘blurring’ 
of spatial repertoires between people who treat hotels like houses and people 
who interpret their houses as hotels (e.g. listings on sites like Airbnb). Returning 
to Gabriel, unlike the previous example of ‘violation’ of spatial repertoires that 
leads to external correction by parents, this example shows that there can also 
be self-censuring when expected spatial repertoires are not carried out. 
Lastly, while my study demonstrates that self-identity emerges out of 
interactions, space remains an important factor. For example, in Excerpt 2 
(section 5.1.2), the emergence of Ellya’s identity as a global citizen is shown 
through her orientation and response towards housing estates that possess names 
based on foreign places or foreign words. Her denaturalization of the names 
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used for Singapore’s housing estates serves to authenticate her identity. On the 
flip side, as shown in Excerpt 1 (section 5.1.1), the use of housing name can 
also be an attempt to authenticate an upper class identity. However, it is 
denaturalized in the failed interaction with a taxi driver due to the space being 
a BTO estate rather than a condo where names are more acceptably used. This 
also demonstrates that names, which may be linguistically analyzed as forming 
an elite or luxury LL by myself and/or other researchers, may not necessarily 
be perceived the same way by residents/citizens. Other than self-identity 
emerging from one’s relation to space, the other way that space can influence 
identity is based on its planning for communal or private uses. As seen in 
Theresa’s interview (section 6.2, Excerpt 9), interactions with neighbours are 
deliberately planned due to the spatial design of housing estates. For example, 
as observed in my analysis, spatial planning for the number of units that a lift 
serves changes the amount of interactions a resident may have with his/her 
neighbours on a daily basis. Thus, even if there are foreigners living within the 
same housing estate, one’s identity may not necessarily be affected depending 
on the interactions dis/en-abled by the spatial planning.  
8.3 Spatializing Housing Estates Online 
 A significant finding that surfaced in the course of my interviews is that 
of the role that the internet plays in the spatialization process of housing estates. 
As mentioned in section 5.3, the use of housing estates’ names in online space 
on platforms like forums and Facebook provides clear boundaries for each estate 
regardless of their classification as either luxury or public housing. Furthermore, 
with the use of the closed group function in Facebook, exclusivity of 
membership and its accompanying access to information, deals, and fellow 
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neighbours based on home ownership for both luxury and public housing is 
enacted. This restricts the people that one communicates with online to just 
neighbours who live or will live in the same housing estate. Thus, the forum 
threads and Facebook groups organize people according to their physical 
geographical location of housing regardless of whether they have physically 
shifted into their houses yet.  
 In addition, the scopic regimes of housing ads are also recontextualized 
into these online sites, particularly with the Facebook platform. For example, in 
Figure 7b, the image used for the Twin Waterfalls cover photograph is taken 
from its ad. For a better comparison, Figure 17 shows the similarities of the 
scopic regimes between the Hougang Meadow housing ad by HDB and that of 
its corresponding Facebook page. In comparing 17a and 17b, the Facebook page 
uses the same ‘artist’s impression’ ad image of the housing estate as its cover 
photograph, and the explanation in the description box on the right of the 
Facebook page uses the same description provided by HDB in their ad. Notably, 
these online groups or communities are ground up movements by future 
residents of the housing estates (verified by checking the profiles of 
administrative members). Therefore, the recontextualization of the ads’ scopic 
regime into that of online scopic regime demonstrates a certain level of 
acceptance of the ads’ spatialization processes for distinguishing their online 
group from other groups. This is similar for closed groups where the housing 
estate is already completed and residents have shifted in (e.g. Twin Waterfalls 
in Figure 7b); their cover photographs and descriptions of the estate (if present) 





FIGURE 17. Comparison of scopic regimes for housing ad and Facebook page. 
  
 Such a movement makes use of the scopic regimes spatialized in ads to 
discursively and visually construct or re-create housing estates online, thereby, 
carving out a localized online space or LL. There is a compression of time and 





anticipation of the materialization of a physical estate. This is illustrated through 
the following excerpt by Josephine on the communication patterns of the 
Facebook closed group that she joined in order to stay updated on the 
development of her EC. 
EXCERPT 16. Josephine, female, interviewed on 11 September 2015. 
1 JOSEPHINE; Anything and everything that has to do with the  
2  development so from the time we got units right, like  
3  when we put our deposits, I think they set it up already  
4  so it’s already been in existence for 3 years and they  
5  would be monitoring its progress lah from the time it  
6  was being built. So almost every week I think, somebody  
7  would be updating or like ‘oh I drove past today and 
8  they’ve’, I don’t even know all the stages, ‘oh done the 
9  piling lah’ and they will report on the progress of the 
10  development. But as the TOP ((Temporary Occupation  
11  Permit)) came nearer, they would talk about like erm ‘oh  
12  where will you all get your grills from’ to like ‘oh look  
13  at the swimming pool, I wonder how much we’re going  
14  to be charged to book the function room’. I mean, yah,  
15  anything and everything. They even organize get  
16  togethers @@@ to like just to get to know each other  
17  better. 
 
In Excerpt 16 lines 1-6, Josephine highlights how the Facebook closed group 
has existed for three years prior to the completion of the EC. Furthermore, the 
communication patterns online are influenced by the progress of the 
construction of the actual housing estate. These vary from updates (lines 7-9) 
on the construction progress to practical information regarding the cost of 
renovations or living within the EC (lines 11-14). What started out as a group 
that was formed by necessity subsequently provided a platform for future 
neighbours to further their relationships (lines 15-17), and possibly foster the 
‘kampong spirit’. Thus, a pre-materialized LL on the online platforms allow for 
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future residents to become neighbours first even before being physically 
neighbours.  
 Overall, the spatialization of housing estates online broadens the 
common time based distinction of synchronous and asynchronous digital 
communication (Androutsopoulos 2006, Thurlow & Mroczek 2011) to include 
space as well. With this, online space can also be described as a LL. The 
landscapes of housing estates online are created and carved out through a 
recontextualization of the discursive and visual practices involved in 
spatializing physical material housing estates. 
8.4 Theoretical Implications 
 The first theoretical implication of my study is related to globalization 
processes. First, with regards to the delocalizing effect, as mentioned in chapters 
5 and 6, due to the immobility of housing, it cannot be considered as a globalized 
resource in the traditional sense (see Blommaert 2005, Coupland 2005). 
However, the conceptualization of housing is undeniably influenced by global 
ideologies of luxury and elitism as shown from the spatialization processes of 
housing estates, especially those of luxury housing. Housing is no longer 
marketed as a simple utilitarian shelter, it is now marketed as an entire lifestyle 
that could be purchased (Rahman 2016) due to the variety of themes that 
consumers can choose from. Thus, with the use of different elements that are 
not part of the expected local spatial repertoire of housing, housing estates can 
become artificial re-creation of global locations to provide, for example, hotel 
or resort style living. Rather than a globalization of housing, I argue that such 
processes are a delocalization of space. To reiterate, I define delocalization as a 
process to make a physical location feel foreign/‘unlocal’. Other than the use of 
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foreign names, the appropriation of elements indexical of foreign locations 
constitute a delocalization of housing spaces. More broadly speaking, theme 
parks like Disneyland, Universal Studios, and Harry Potter World similarly 
delocalize the space where they are located with the use of foreign elements 
(drawn from their various movies and television programs) to transport visitors 
to a different world. In fact, they may have become indexical of preferred places 
to be in, for example, with Disneyland being ‘the happiest place on earth’ type 
of desirable quality as compared to the reality of people’s actual lives. The use 
of themes in luxury housing estates allows residents a form of escapism from 
the reality of their Singaporean locale as well (also noted by Rahman 2016). 
Other than top down processes that work to delocalize spaces, globalization 
processes like that of travel, working overseas, and migration can potentially 
delocalize space as well. For example, the soundscape, which comprise of 
people’s voices in particular spaces, can make a location feel foreign or 
delocalized. As such, neighbourhoods that have more foreigners are described 
as globalized/cosmopolitan or as some respondents have mentioned, ‘not 
Singapore’. This also implies that there are neighbourhoods that feel more local 
or heartland. All in all, the concept of delocalization is tied to the local spatial 
repertoire of particular spaces in the sense that it draws a line between what is 
perceived as a foreign or local space to people. 
Second, there has been a slow evolution in the social practice of filial 
piety due to globalization. Due to the Singapore government’s emphasis on 
multigenerational support and physical proximity, the personal care of one’s 
parents and living arrangements have become indexical of filial duty (discussed 
in chapter 7). Thus, the Western practice of not living with one’s parents is a 
132 
 
salient feature to Singaporeans, and perceived (erroneously) as being unfilial. 
However, as noted in the introduction of chapter 7, there is possibly a change 
with the younger generation placing more value on independence and self due 
to the global spread of neoliberal ideology, which could be mistaken as 
Westernization. This has led to a slight change in the practice of filial piety 
where instead of living with one’s parents, the younger generation choose to 
live apart but close to their parents instead. Hence, the practice of moving out 
of parents’ home while living near them could be described as a contemporary 
Singaporean practice due to the political and sociocultural context. After all, not 
many countries actively encourage and incentivize citizens to live with their 
families. As such, it is not so much that the younger generation is becoming 
more Westernized (in the sense of being more independent) because they are 
still following the Confucian practice in trying to look after their family 
members through close physical proximity. It is more of changing of current 
practices to accommodate neoliberal ideals. The shifting ideologies in 
Singapore should not be perceived as a unilateral movement from one 
perspective to another but more of an assimilation or layering of ideologies. In 
this case, where Confucianism and neoliberalism can co-exist by adapting some 
social practices. Thus, globalization does not necessarily mean a 
detraditionalization; this offers too simplistic an understanding of the 
phenomenon. This change can best be conceived of as possessing a 
core/foundational tradition, and then assimilating or layering values and 
practices from different traditions. As demonstrated from this study on 
contemporary Singapore, globalization makes social structures (inclusive of 
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both ideology and practice) more complex due to this layering of values and 
practices. To sum it up is an excerpt from my interviewee, Vincent: 
I would like them [future children] to also have a heart for 
Singapore and its people. I don’t want them to think that 
America’s the best. That’s also nonsense. But I also think there’s 
good to be seen from a large perspective so I feel like it needs 
to come, once again, in that middle ground. We need to have the 
best of our local customs, like have respect for the people around 
you, understand where other more traditional people may come 
from as well, and not snub them. I don’t like that snarkiness lah. 
I think above all mutual respect is important and then pick the 
best from everywhere lah. 
The second theoretical implication is the inclusion of a ‘globalization 
from below’ perspective (Mathews & Vega 2012, Pennycook & Otsuji 2014) 
for LL studies. As mentioned by Blommaert & Maly (2015:1), LL studies 
provide a ‘first-line sociolinguistic diagnostic of particular areas’. From this 
description, it is obvious that using only quantitative methods in LL studies are 
not sufficient, and thus, their proposal of incorporating ethnographic work in 
LL studies. Similarly, Weber and Horner (2012) raised the two limitations of 
quantitative LL studies as only counting the languages used without providing 
interpretations, and that without ethnography there is inclusion of neither the 
motivations behind the signs produced nor the way signs are received. The 
‘globalization from below’ perspective I am referring to in my study provides a 
slightly different interpretation of ethnography as compared to that of 
Blommaert and Maly (2015) and Stroud and Mpendukana (2009). I included 
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interviews as part of the ethnography in order to deepen understanding of 
people’s reactions towards institutionalized place-making practices. Thus, my 
ethnographic approach allows me to present the points of view of everyday 
people living within the housing estates and their neighbourhoods regarding 
their uptake and response to the delocalizing elements in the LL around them 
rather than provide my interpretations of the LL.  
With regards to Weber and Horner’s (2012) position, even with LL 
studies that are not quantitative, and where interpretations are provided, as long 
as there is no inclusion of ethnographic approaches to examine the reception of 
the signs, there lies a risk of misinterpretation. For example, Jaworski and 
Yeung’s (2010) non-quantitative LL study interpreted Hong Kong’s names for 
housing estates as indexing luxury while Ben-Rafael and Ben-Rafael’s (2015) 
quantitative LL study put forth the interpretation of multiple globalizations due 
to the differences in findings from the different places they studied. Without the 
‘globalization from below’ approach of seeking the perspective of the everyday 
people living in those spaces, there remains a possibility of error due to 
researchers’ imposition of interpretation on the space. This gap is demonstrated 
in my study where, for example, the differences in the evaluation of housing 
estate names between developers and a certain segment of educated and well-
travelled consumers would not have emerged if not for the interviews conducted 
to find out what home buyers or owners thought about them.  
Next, as a study of LL is meant to be an examination of how spaces are 
constructed symbolically, there needs to be a consideration of scopic regimes 
regardless of whether they are mediatized or not. After all, landscape is also 
linguistically (and semiotically) created through practices like descriptions, 
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stories, and ads. Ads are meaning generating units that construct spaces 
symbolically in order to shape or influence the way that people imagine what 
they have not yet seen. The same goes for non-mediatized scopic regimes like 
stories of places written or told by people. Only by extending LL to not only 
comprise of publicly visible written language in spaces, but also to that of scopic 
regimes, can the definition of LL be fully expressed. Furthermore, the discursive 
practices used to frame landscapes and create a sense of place allow for a deeper 
understanding of the motivations for the production of signs and reception by 
everyday people living in it. Thus, landscapes are not only interpreted through 
a singular scopic regime. Their dynamism can only be captured more fully by 
approaching the LL through different scopic regimes.  
Moreover, two benefits arise from broadening LL to beyond physical 
signs. First, there can be a consideration of a pre-materialized LL. For example, 
places that will exist in the future but that are already being symbolically 
constructed in the present through scopic regimes like ads or speeches. In a 
diachronic study of LL then, one can examine how much a pre-materialized LL 
in ads, for example, has influenced the materialized LL. Second, as shown in 
my thesis regarding people’s discursive and social practices within private 
(home) space, such a conceptualization allows for LL studies to move beyond 
simply the visible public signs to understand the relationship between language 
and space.  
Significantly, the inclusion of both the concepts of scopic regimes and 
‘globalization from below’ as discussed above paves the way to examining the 
pre-materialized LL existing in online space. Globalization is intimately linked 
with the advancement of technology. With the internet, there has been changes 
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in patterns of communication and new forms of community (Androutsopoulos 
2006). Despite that, LL studies thus far have focused only on the physical 
material signs in public spaces. My study demonstrates how one aspect of online 
space, in the form of housing forums and Facebook closed groups, is an 
extension of the physical LL of housing estates through similarities in their 
scopic regimes (for Facebook closed groups) and criteria for membership into 
the online neighbourhood. The use of housing names to linguistically mark out 
boundaries to localize online space allows for a reshaping of discursive and 
social practices. As seen in Excerpt 16 above, the everyday practices of 
‘neighbourliness’ is transposed into the online neighbourhoods, begins before 
actually becoming physical neighbours, and potentially continues even after the 
construction of the physical housing estates are completed. With the advent of 
such online neighbourhoods, within the spaces of the housing estates, there is 
an increasing layering of both online and offline discursive and social practices. 
Thus, it is not sufficient to only consider visible material signs for LL studies. 
From the angle of computer-mediated communication (CMC) studies, 
there has been a recognition of the need to move away from the focus on the 
technological medium, and provide a more ethnographic approach 
(Androutsopoulos 2006, Thurlow & Mroczek 2011). Thus, the inclusion of the 
space dimension in online spaces, as demonstrated in my study, provides a 
possible direction for CMC studies in looking at connections between online 
and offline social practices to move towards an inclusion of ethnographic 
approaches. 
 Another theoretical implication relates to the usefulness of the identity 
framework (Bucholtz & Hall 2005) for LL studies in looking at the emergence 
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of place identities through spatialization of scopic regimes. While LL studies do 
look at the emergence of identities from changes in LL due to negotiations of 
social practices (e.g. Barni & Bagna 2015), the focus of identities are usually on 
that of the people. As demonstrated by my thesis, place identities are also 
formed due to social practices of the people. Thus, with the application of 
Bucholtz and Hall’s (2005) conceptualization of identity, especially the use of 
tactics of intersubjectivity, place identities relating to luxury, cosmopolitanism, 
and localness (heartlands) can be surfaced. Ultimately, this also leads to a re-
examination of the definition of identity provided by Bucholtz and Hall 
(2005:286) as a ‘social position of self and other’. In approaching identity as a 
phenomenon that emerges from relationships and sociocultural practices, there 
should be a consideration of how people relate with the spaces they are in as 
well. As demonstrated by Gabriel’s narrative (Excerpt 8, section 6.1.2), place 
identity plays a part in problematizing and denaturalizing social practices that 
are not expected or sedimented as part of the spatial repertoire of the space. 
Thus, when the orientation towards space leads to ambiguous and, perhaps, 
contradictory identity work like being a grown up child living in parents’ home, 
a clear separation of spaces as ‘my home’ and ‘parent’s home’ works as a 
negotiation of tensions between identities of autonomous adult and filial child. 
As such, I suggest not only a reinterpretation of the definition of identity as a 
social position of space and other, but also an extension of their current 





8.5 Future Research 
This study sought to deepen and extend current understanding and 
interpretations of LL by complementing current studies with a ‘globalization 
from below’ perspective. Furthermore, with the rapid development of 
technology and the increasing amount of time each person spends online, my 
study shows that there needs to be a consideration of online spaces as rich sites 
of LL as well. Only then will the dynamism of LL as experienced and lived by 
the people be more fully represented in LL studies.  
 While I suggested online spaces to be considered as LL, admittedly the 
scope of my study did not allow me to delve further into the spatialization of 
communities in online space. A further area of research will be to gain access 
into these online housing communities to look at the motivations of the 
administrators of such pages, and to see how these future residents connect 
themselves to each other and to the future home and neighbourhood that they 
will be living in. This will provide insights into the way discursive and social 
practices are influenced by technology. I believe that this will be an area of 
interest due to the rise in wearable technologies like that of fitness trackers and 
Google glass, which change the way that people behave or view the world 
around them. Moreover, with the recent development of location-based 
augmented reality games like Pokémon Go, the real world and the virtual world 
seem set to become increasingly layered as well. Real physical locations can be 
affected by the virtual world, while people may end up in physical places where 
they normally do not go. The spatialization of these places is then determined 
by people’s perception/ approach to the physical location. Thus, I believe that 
LL studies should start paying more attention to online spaces. 
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 Additionally, as mentioned earlier in section 4.2, a limitation of my 
interview data is that of having a lack of foreign respondents. A potential area 
for further research lies in finding out how foreign consumers, who make up at 
least 6.5% of the luxury housing market, perceive local housing practices, 
especially those that delocalize the housing estates. Their perceptions will 
possibly provide an interesting counterpoint to those of my Singaporean 
interviewees. In pursuing this line of inquiry, it is important to consider the 
multilingual spatialization of housing as well. For example, there are housing 
estates with Mandarin names (Figure 5a) and there are also housing ads from 
newspapers of different languages (like the Mandarin newspapers). 
Furthermore, as most of my respondents are limited to the middle and upper-
middle classes, it will be meaningful to interview people from all racial and 
socioeconomic classes. These were omitted from the current study but they are 
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